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1
Introduction
 
Mars Hill Church began in Mark Driscoll’s Seattle home as a Bible study and officially 
opened its doors in 1996. Word quickly spread and it grew to 15 congregations in five 
states with over 13,000 attendees (Driscoll, 2008; Welch, 2016). “A charismatic 
minister, Mark Driscoll, preached in a daring, new way. He sought to make his 
ministry ‘culturally relevant,’ bringing a hipster attitude to conservative theology. His 
methods drew people to the church in growing numbers” (O’Brien, 2018, 
Introduction). Driscoll was a captivating pastor, preaching in jeans and a tee shirt 
about sex, masturbation, and conservative Christianity doctrine (Welch, 2016). But as 
time went by, his critics, along with staff and fellow pastors, including his mentor 
Dave Kraft, began to criticize him for crass overbearing attitude, his desire to 
“steamroll opposition,” plagiarism, mismanagement of funds and more (Tertin, 2014; 
Welch, 2016). Driscoll’s sins were racking up and church leaders were unable to 
manage the scandal. Finally, after nearly 20 years as lead pastor of Seattle’s Mars Hill 
Church, Mark Driscoll resigned. In a statement, the church's board of overseers 
concluded that Driscoll had “been guilty of arrogance, responding to conflict with a 
quick temper and harsh speech, and leading the staff and elders in a domineering 
manner. Most of the charges involved attitudes and behaviors reflected by a 
domineering style of leadership” (Shellnut & Lee, 2014, para. 4). Almost overnight, the 
15 congregations either disbanded or became independent congregations (Tertin, 
2014). Mars Hill Church was no more. 
Driscoll derailed—and brought an entire church down with him. His arrogance, 
bullying, and inability to build and maintain an effective staff, money 
mismanagement, and domineering attitude led to his downfall. 
We have all heard or read stories like Mark Driscoll’s. The superstar pastor who 
creates a mega-church, who reaches the highest levels of influence, power, money and 
fame among his followers, only to fall from grace, usually in a public and shameful 
way. Billy Graham’s grandson Tullian Tchividjian had an affair in June 2015, and 


resigned from Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church in Florida after his adultery became 
public (Madan, 2015). Ted Haggard admitted in 2009 to multiple relationships with 
men, including one with a male church volunteer (“Disgraced pastor Haggard admits 
second relationship with man,” 2009). In 1988, Jimmy Swaggart confessed to sinning to 
his congregation after being caught with prostitutes, and after being found again in 
the company of prostitutes, stepped down from him worldwide ministry in 1991 (King, 
1988; “Swaggart plans to step down,” 1991). 
 Stories of pastor success and failure like these aren’t limited to pastors of mega-
churches. Some are local. In 2018, the truth surfaced about Rev. Lane Hurley, senior 
pastor at Matthews United Methodist Church (Matthews, NC) from 1984 to 1994 (Funk, 
2018). Hurley was handsome and was revered by members of the church (Funk, 2018). 
During his time at Matthews, Hurley tripled membership to “more than 2,600, was in 
the midst of spending $7.5 million to build a new campus and was drawing more than 
1,200 people on Sundays—then, the highest average attendance at any United 
Methodist church in the Western North Carolina conference” (Funk, 2018, para. 2 ‘Be 
on the lookout’ section). He was a gifted preacher, as was his wife Melody, also a 
United Methodist Church (UMC) pastor. They would sometimes preach together at 
Matthews, bringing in the crowds and the money. Yet, Hurley lived a double life. He 
had multiple affairs and willingly gave up his UMC credentials to keep them secret. In 
the early 2000s, his niece and two daughters came forward and admitted he sexually 
abused them. Hurley was sentenced to prison in 2006 (Funk, 2018). 
Not all scandals involve sex. There is no shortage of news stories about highly-paid 
pastors such as Kenneth Copeland, Joel Osteen, Franklin Graham, and Eddie Long who 
collect huge salaries (Kaleem, 2012). These pastors live lavishly, making hundreds of 
thousands to millions of dollars annually from their congregations, speaking 
engagements, and book sales (Kaleem, 2012). While some of these pastors donate or 
tithe portions of their salaries, Eddie Long reportedly lived in a $1.45M home on 20 
acres outside of Atlanta (“Bishop Eddie Long benefits from his own church’s charity,” 
2010). Most church financial scandals are not at this size. A pastor in Cleveland stole 
$150,000 from a disabled church member (“Church pastor going to jail for stealing 
money from disabled woman,” n.d.), a Houston pastor embezzled $200,000 from 
parishioners over the course of three years (“Pastor steals $200,000 from his church, 
then begs congregation for forgiveness,” 2014), and a married pastor in Missouri stole 


over $21,000 to give to his mistress, perhaps to keep her quiet about their affair 
(Ledbetter, 2015). These are just a few examples of pastors who have experienced a 
fall from grace.
What made these pastors so successful to begin with and how did they fall so far? 
These questions are at the root of the queries posed by The Duke Endowment to the 
research team: What are the leadership competencies common among successful 
pastors? 
The Rural Church Division of The Duke Endowment, created in 1924 by James 
Buchanan Duke, (“About The Duke Endowment,” n.d.) funded a broad study to 
increase the success of the candidates participating in the Residency in Ordained 
Ministry (RIOM) program in North Carolina.1 As a part of this larger research project, 
the research team was asked to gather, analyze, and report on the behaviors of 
pastors who were already leading vital congregations. This paper is a summary of the 
research completed to date. Before reviewing the study and findings, we will look at 
why this study is critical to the United Methodist Church.
UMC’s Call to Action
The United Methodist Church (UMC) U.S.A is the third largest denomination in the 
United States (Medcalfe & Sharp, 2012). However, since the 1960s, the UMC has seen a 
decline in influence and membership (Weems, 2012). The last year it saw a gain in 
membership was 1965 (Weems, 2012). The decline continued into the 1980s and 1990s 
(United Methodist Church (U.S.) Council of Bishops, 1990). Much of what occurred 
during those decades continues today. As much as 85% of UMC-US congregations still 
see declining membership, attendance, ministry activity, and financial 
strength” (Schnase, 2007, p. 19). 
In response to the 2010 Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches that reported 
nearly a one percent drop in membership within the United Methodist Church-North 
America, the Council of Bishops and the Connectional Table created the Call to Action 
Steering Team (“Call to Action,” n.d.). The purpose of the Steering Team was “to guide 
our denominational response to the mission of the church to make disciples of Jesus 


1 RIOM supports provisional pastors as they complete a two-year residency in ministry prior to ordination, and 
after all educational requirements have been met, to increase their readiness to lead UMC congregations.



Christ for the transformation of the world and focus our ministry efforts around 
global health, ministry with the poor, growing congregations and developing 
leaders” (“Call to Action,” n.d.). The Steering Team “engaged Towers Watson, a leading 
global professional services organization, to help gather objective data on what works 
and does not work in churches and to create a platform of common understanding of 
relative factors” (de Wetter, Gochman, Luss, & Sherwood, 2010, p. 106). Towers 
Watson conducted a survey of almost all 33,000 UMC-US churches to learn what 
growing churches were doing (Medcalfe & Sharp, 2012). Through this same study, 
Towers Watson also researched the drivers and barriers to congregational vitality. 
Their research identified 15 critical pastoral leadership traits (de Wetter et al., 2010). 
Since the publication of these findings, the study results (indicators, drivers and 
leadership traits) have served as the foundation for future denominational planning 
as well as additional research, including the current study.
History of the Study
In 2011, The Duke Endowment engaged Dr. John Bennett at the McColl School of 
Business at Queens University of Charlotte to assess the impact of the RIOM program 
for participants within the North Carolina Conference (NCC) and Western North 
Carolina Conference (WNCC) and recommend improvements. Dr. Bennett used the 
Towers Watson key pastoral leadership traits as the basis for his study. 
Multiple organization development graduate students have assisted Dr. Bennett over 
the years, and each has contributed to the larger study. Here is a chronological 
summary of work completed to date:  
•Interviews conducted with pastors, lay leaders and church staff members to 
gather data about the leadership traits of successful pastors; 
•Research into what makes a vital congregation and how to understand and 
identify successful pastoral leadership; 
•Pilot study to test research methodology and coding approach to develop a 
series of success cases using Brinkerhoff’s (2003) Success Case Methodology; 
•Pilot study to test research methodology and coding approach to understand the 
behavioral indicators of pastor derailment; 


•Pilot study to test a qualitative research methodology and coding approach to 
identify the leadership competencies and traits common among pastors who 
lead vital congregations; and
•Final study using previously tested research methodologies and coding 
approaches to identify behaviors of successful pastors to support the 
development of congregational success cases. 
The cumulative results of each of these studies, as well as all the congregational 
success cases, will be included in this paper.  In the sections that follow, we will 
review the literature that informed each study, the qualitative research methodology 
used to develop the success cases, as well as summaries of each pilot study and how 
they informed the final research. All of the congregational success cases will be 
included in the second part of this paper. Finally, we will wrap up with the findings of 
the studies and what they mean to pastors, congregations and denominational 
leaders.
 
 


2
Literature Review
 
In order to ground this study, we first needed to understand the research that came 
before. We conducted a review of the literature in three main categories: vital 
congregations, congregational leadership and derailment. We used the literature to 
inform our understanding of vital congregations and how to define the characteristics 
of successful congregational leaders. Because fifteen leadership traits were identified 
by Towers Watson, we wanted to understand if these traits were also represented in 
other leadership literature. 
Before we review the three categories of literature we researched, let’s review how we 
will use some key terms throughout this paper. The first is the term driver, which we 
specifically use in relation to understanding congregational vitality. This paper will 
use this term in the same way it was defined by the Towers Watson study, which 
defines drivers as “factors that directly impact the desired state” (de Wetter, et al., 
2010, p.110).  A second term that will be used throughout this study is characteristic. 
For this research, characteristic will be defined as “a distinguishing trait, quality or 
property” (“Characteristic,” n.d.). Characteristic may also be used interchangeably 
with the terms indicator and trait.  
The term congregation and church will be used interchangeably throughout this 
literature review as both of these terms describe a “community of faith” (Chaves, 
Anderson, & Byassee, 2009, p. 1). We will cite literature about very small 
congregations and mega-churches. We placed no maximum or minimum limitation on 
the size of a congregation in our research. 
Now that we have defined key terms, we will review the literature on how to define, 
identify, and measure vital congregations.
Vital Congregations
Based on a review of the research, there is no one clear way to define vitality as 
related to a congregation (Bobbitt, 2014). However, a definition that is both found in 


the research and is rooted in UMC-US theology is that a vital congregation carries out 
the ministry and mission of Jesus Christ (Alexander et al., 2012; Miller, 1990). For our 
purposes, that means a vital congregation is most effective at making “disciples of 
Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world” (Alexander et al., 2012, p. v). 
There are numerous references to congregational vitality in religious research and 
writings (Bernhard & Clapp, 1996; Bobbitt, 2014; Kaldor, Bellamy, & Powell, 1997; 
Miller, 1990; Plant, 2009; Robinson, 2006). Additionally, there are many terms that 
could indicate vitality like “fruitful” (Schnase, 2007), “growing” (McGavran, 1980; 
Medcalfe & Sharp, 2012), “developing” (Schwarz, 1998), “strong” (Iannaccone, 1994), 
“practicing” (D. B. Bass, 2006), and “healthy” (Pickering, 2011). However, there is no 
consistent understanding about what a vital congregation is (Bobbitt, 2014). 
Numerous researchers and authors agree that while it is challenging to define, you 
know a vital congregation when you see it, or when you worship there (D. Bass, 2006; 
Bobbitt, 2014; Wilkes, 2001). As we continued the analysis, we found researchers and 
authors describe characteristics of vital congregations (traits), while others describe 
behaviors, practices or attitudes that would contribute to vitality (drivers). 
The core of all these studies are the indicators and drivers of vitality as identified in 
the Towers Watson study (de Wetter, et al., 2010). The Towers Watson mixed-method 
study developed statistically significant evidence of congregational vitality and 
identified eight indicators of vitality. Indicators are outcome-focused and define 
characteristics that describe a congregation’s vitality. The indicators were:
•“Average worship attendance as percentage of membership;
•Number of children, youth, and young adults attending as a percentage of 
membership;
•Change in average worship attendance as percentage of membership over five 
years;
•Change in membership over five years;
•Change in annual giving per attendee over three years;
•Change in financial benevolence beyond the local church as a percentage of 
church budget over five years;


•Professions of faith per member; and
•Annual giving per attendee.” (de Wetter et al., 2010, p. 21)
In addition to these eight indicators of vitality, Towers Watson identified eight drivers 
of vitality: 
•“Number of small groups and programs (study, fellowship, service);
•Number of programs for children under 12;
•Number of programs for youth ages 12–18;
•Both traditional and contemporary worship services;
•Inspirational preaching vs. lectionary-based preaching;
•Percentage of attendees who have served as lay leaders; and
•Length of appointment of the pastor.” (de Wetter et al., 2010, p. 30-50)
In an effort to organize the variety of descriptions, we constructed a table that 
included both traits and drivers of vitality. Table 1 shows how frequently a 
characteristic of vitality was mentioned in various sources. Not every author used 
exactly the same words to describe vitality, nevertheless similarities did emerge. 
Viewing our data this way enabled us to more easily see the commonalities in the way 
authors were explaining vitality. Seven characteristics emerged that were the most 
common across key sources. The “top seven” are: 
	Worship. Vital congregations place emphasis on inspired worship by keeping 

the Bible at the center of their worship services (D. B. Bass, 2006; de Wetter et 
al., 2010; Hawkins, 2011; “Healthy Churches,” n.d.; Miller, 1990; Schnase, 2007; 
Schwarz, 1998; Woolever & Bruce, 2004). 
	Service. Vital congregations focus on serving their community with a focus on 

social justice, while using community outreach as a platform for the gospel (D. 
B. Bass, 2006; de Wetter et al., 2010; Hawkins, 2011; “Healthy Churches,” n.d.; 
Miller, 1990; Schnase, 2007; Woolever & Bruce, 2004). 
	Faith development (in church). These congregations focus on the development 

of members’ personal faith through the development of small group study or 


other study opportunities in church (de Wetter et al., 2010; Hawkins, 2011; 
Miller, 1990; Schnase, 2007; Woolever & Bruce, 2004). 
	Hospitality. Vital congregations enthusiastically welcome guests and new 

members, and often have processes in place to ensure someone from the church 
follows up with these individuals (D. B. Bass, 2006; “Healthy Churches,” n.d.; 
Miller, 1990; Schnase, 2007; Sterland, Bellamy, Escott, & Castle, 2006; Woolever & 
Bruce, 2004). 
	Testimony/ Evangelism. Vital churches emphasize testimony and evangelism. 

Members of these congregations openly share their faith both in the church and 
with non-members outside the church (D. Bass, 2006; de Wetter et al., 2010; 
“Healthy Churches,” n.d.; Miller, 1990; Schwarz, 1998; Woolever & Bruce, 2004). 
	Leadership. The pastoral and lay leaders within these congregations are strong 

and inspiring, are willing to take risks, and have the interpersonal skills to 
effectively lead through hard times (de Wetter et al., 2010; Hawkins, 2011; 
“Healthy Churches,” n.d.; Miller, 1990; Schwarz, 1998; Woolever & Bruce, 2004). 
	Stewardship. Vital congregations tend to see higher levels of member giving, 

whether the donation take the form of time or money (de Wetter et al., 2010; 
“Healthy Churches,” n.d.; Miller, 1990; Schnase, 2007). 
There are other characteristics of vital congregations that were mentioned less 
frequently in the literature. These additional characteristics can be found in Table 1 
on the following pages.
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Before continuing, we would be remiss if we failed to mention a major assumption 
concerning assessing church vitality that has been in existence since the 1970s. This 
assumption is that an increase in members and numbers of churches indicates vitality 
(Bobbitt, 2014). The “top seven” most frequently mentioned characteristics of vitality 
we uncovered in our research (see Table 1) posit a balanced approach to vitality by 
means of looking at both numerical growth and spiritual growth, but Donald 
McGavran, the father of the Church Growth Movement, believed that the only true 
indicator of vitality was growth (Bobbitt, 2014; McGavran, 1980; Valleskey, 1990). 
McGavran’s focus on growth attempts to fulfill the Biblical belief of the Great 
Commission, “Jesus’s command to go make disciples of all” (Bobbitt, 2014, p. 468). 
Some researchers and religious leaders have moved away from McGavran’s strict 
Church Growth Movement, which suggests that the only healthy church is a growing 
church (McGavran, 1980; Valleskey, 1990). Detractors of the Movement believe that 
numerical growth is only one indicator of vitality, and omits a critical aspect of vitality, 
which is the spiritual health of the congregations (D. Bass, 2006; Bobbitt, 2014; 
Medcalfe & Sharp, 2012; Sterland et al., 2006; Valleskey, 1990). In fact, Medcalfe and 
Sharp state, “churches can still grow even if they lose members” (2012, p. 30). We 
mention the Church Growth Movement due to its prominence in the literature on 
vitality, as well as the opposition to the movement and researchers’ prevailing belief 
that there are aspects of numerical growth and spiritual growth when assessing 
vitality.    
Now that we have reviewed how the current literature identifies, assesses, and 
informs the creation of vital congregations, let us go back to the Towers Watson study 
to see if it reflects the literature. We identified seven vitality elements that were most 
commonly found in the research, which are worship, service, faith development, 
hospitality, testimony/evangelism, leadership, and stewardship. The “top seven” 
vitality characteristics, when compared with the indicators and drivers of vitality 
identified by Towers Watson, which can be referenced on page 10, have similar 
findings that overlap: Stewardship aligns with annual giving per attendee and change 
in annual giving per attendee over three years; Testimony/evangelism aligns with 
professions of faith per member; and Faith development aligns with small groups and 
programs for children and youth.  The remaining indicators of vitality are focused on 


measures of congregational growth, which align to the Church Growth Movement 
literature. There is research to support this blended approach. Sterland et al. believe 
measuring changes in the percentage of new members numbers “is close to the gospel 
mandate of the church “making disciples of all nations” (2006, pp. 41–42). 
A second area the studies analyzed is congregational leadership. The next section will 
review the literature found on this topic.
Congregational Leadership
In this section, we will discuss leadership roles within the church, how leaders are 
developed within religious organizations, and the environmental context in which 
congregational leaders operate. We will define the purpose of leadership within the 
church and introduce six leadership theories and models. Next, we will review the 15 
leadership competencies identified by the Towers Watson study and map the various 
leadership behaviors inherent in these theories and models to those competencies. 
Shared leadership within the United Methodist Church
Leadership is shared within the UMC structure between conference, denominational, 
pastoral, and lay populations (United Methodist Church, 2012, pp. 25–42). The Book of 
Discipline states that while UMC recognizes the importance of leadership of ordained 
elders and deacons, the church also believes that “laypersons as well as ordained 
persons are gifted and called by God to lead the Church” (United Methodist Church, 
2012, p. 97). Lemler (2010) echoes this statement by saying, “Leadership for mission is 
in no way isolated to those who are ordained. Mission and its leadership belong to the 
whole body of Christ and to all who are baptized” (p. 100). This shared leadership is 
exemplified by the make-up of the membership of General and Annual Conferences, 
where half of all members are clergy and the other half are lay representatives 
(United Methodist Church, 2012).
There is a lack of academic research of lay leaders in this context, despite the 
important role the laity plays throughout the UMC. In 2000, the General Conference 
altered the name of the local church Nominating Committee to the Committee on Lay 
Leadership, which signaled to the local church that they could select lay leaders to 
committees focused on a specific goal or initiative (Frank, 2006). Since the laity plays 
such an important role in achieving the vision and mission of the local church, we 


wonder why there has been little research focus on understanding their role as 
leaders. The lack of laity leadership research represents a gap in literature that could 
serve to be filled. 
The majority of research we found focuses on identifying and assessing effective 
leadership qualities of pastors (Carter, 2009; DeShon, 2012; DeShon & Quinn, 2007; 
Elkington, 2013; Grandy, 2013; Lichtman & Malony, 1990; Malony, 1984; McKenna, 
Boyd, & Yost, 2007; McKenna & Eckard, 2009; Rowold, 2008). With the exception of the 
DeShon study (which focused on the role of the non-ordained local pastor), these 
articles make no distinction between ordained or non-ordained pastors. The quantity 
of studies shows the critical role that pastors play in the church. 
Congregational leadership development 
Leadership is very important to the church. In fact, while seminaries use the term 
“leadership” with increasing frequency, the curriculum does not reflect the 
significance (Lemler, 2010). A review of the curriculum of the top five seminaries 
identified by best-seminary.com, indicates that four out of five schools (Dallas 
Theological Seminary, Westminster Theological Seminary, Fuller Theological 
Seminary, Covenant Theological Seminary) only offer one course with leadership in 
the title (“Top 20 Seminaries by Users,” 2015).  Only one, Denver Seminary, offers a 
concentration in leadership (“Top 20 Seminaries by Users,” 2015). “The result of this 
[lack of leader education] is a faithful ordained leadership that is prepared well in 
some ways but does not have a background in leadership” (Lemler, 2010, p. 100). 
Despite the fact that leadership is not a cornerstone of the seminary experience, 
bishops, pastors, elders, deacons, and lay leaders who realize the need for effective 
leadership can develop these skills outside the classroom. Intentional reflection by 
pastors on their day-to-day experiences as leaders can lead to learning and changes in 
their mental habits (Burns, Chapman, & Guthrie, 2013; Gortner, 2009). Peer support 
and coaches for pastors can also be effective (Gortner, 2010). Additionally, “effective 
mentorship has been shown to be one of the key ingredients for future effectiveness 
for leaders” (Lemler, 2010, p. 101). There are leadership development programs for 
current pastors outside of seminary. As an example, the United Methodist Foundation 
of Western North Carolina and the Center for Creative Leadership (CCL) have 
partnered to provide a yearlong intensive program to 24 pastors in North and South 


Carolina, Georgia, Virginia, West Virginia, and Florida called the Royce and Jane 
Reynolds Program in Church Leadership (“United Methodist Foundation of Western 
North Carolina,” n.d.). The participant application states the goal of the program “is to 
assist strong pastors in becoming congregational leaders who develop a clear vision of 
the church” (“United Methodist Foundation of Western North Carolina,” n.d.). The 
Reynolds program is fully funded for participants except for travel costs (“United 
Methodist Foundation of Western North Carolina,” n.d.). For other programs that are 
not funded, churches may not be able to afford to send congregational leaders. As a 
result, church leaders are unable to leverage these types of programs to focus on 
personal leadership development. The leadership education gap remains.  
Defining leadership 
So far, we have discussed the different leadership roles within the church, and how 
congregational leaders face specific challenges within the religious context. We will 
now turn to defining the purpose of congregational leadership (the why of leadership) 
and introduce six leadership theories or models to describe different methods of 
leadership (the how). 
Leadership is a critical component of multiple aspects of church vitality (de Wetter et 
al., 2010). Defining leadership is a precursor for understanding the qualities of a 
leader that must be in place to enable congregational vitality. In the academic 
literature, we find “a collection of dependable empirical nuggets, but it is also a 
collection of decontextualized facts that do not add up to a persuasive account of 
leadership” (Hogan & Kaiser, 2005, p. 171). Goleman (2004) calls leadership “more art 
than science” (p. 1). Despite the imprecision of our understanding of leadership, 
Hogan and Hogan (Hogan & Hogan, 2001) succinctly define leadership as the “ability 
to build and maintain an effective team” (p. 40). This simple definition applies within 
a religious context. Beeley and Britton (2009) state that the purpose of religious 
leadership is to share God’s word and work with the world, and the thoughts, words, 
and deeds undertaken by church leaders (both ordained and not) should support this 
mission. Lemler (2010) continues this theme stating that mission and leadership is the 
“work and purpose of the church” (p. 102). The Book of Discipline of the United 
Methodist Church (2012) states that “leadership in the church is the call to share in the 
preparation of congregations and the whole church within the mission of God in the 


world” (p. 98). Therefore, we define the purpose of leadership as the ability to build 
and maintain an effective congregation that includes spiritually-fulfilled and 
dedicated congregants. 
Leadership theories and models 
Now that we have defined the purpose (or the why) of leadership, let us next look to 
how religious leaders achieve this purpose. In the leadership literature, there are 
multiple theories of leadership, each with varying degrees of usefulness, applicability, 
and scientific validity (Miner, 2003). For our purposes, we will think about the various 
theories in three categories: Biblical, academic, and practitioner-focused. Biblical-
based leadership is based on spiritual texts. Academic theories are scientifically valid 
and have been rigorously studied and analyzed. Practitioner-focused models have a 
high degree of usefulness but are less scientifically rigorous. 
Biblical leadership models
Within the literature on religious leadership, there are two leadership models steeped 
in Biblical or spiritual tradition: shepherd and servant leadership. Shepherd 
leadership is grounded in the teachings of the Bible and ecclesiastical traditions 
(Resane, 2014). The shepherd leadership model is embodied by Psalm 23, “The Lord is 
my shepherd; I shall not want” (Holy Bible (NIV), 2002). Resane (2014) states 
“Leadership needs to adopt this model to partner with Christ in the continuing 
reformation of the church and humanity at large” (p. 6). This statement enables us to 
consider it in our research as it outlines behaviors (how) that can support our stated 
purpose of leadership (why). Shepherd leaders behave in caring and courageous ways, 
leading and guiding their flocks in the way of the Lord (Resane, 2014). Ezekiel 34:11-31 
states that a good shepherd (i.e., leader) will take care of the flock, strengthen the 
weak and the sick, rule lovingly and gently, gather the lost and protect the sheep and 
give his best to the sheep (Holy Bible (NIV), 2002). 
Servant leadership spans two categories of leadership: Biblical and academic. In our 
research, this model has Biblical or spiritual underpinning, and appeared to be a 
commonly studied theory (Dearth & West, 2014; Russell & Stone, 2002; van 
Dierendonck, 2011; van Dierendonck & Nuijten, 2011). Even the Book of Discipline of 
the United Methodist Church (2012) pronounces that UMC leaders shall lead through a 
servant leadership philosophy. “For these persons [leaders] to lead the church 


effectively, they must embody the teachings of Jesus in servant ministries and servant 
leadership (United Methodist Church, 2012, p. 97). Servant leadership is characterized 
as more ethical and people-centered than other forms of leadership (van Dierendonck 
& Nuijten, 2011). The quantity and variety of books on servant leadership seem to 
suggest that this model is very popular across multiple environments. An 
Amazon.com search for “servant leadership books” yielded 5,004 results. The “religion 
and spirituality” search limiter yielded 589 books, “business leadership” yielded 978 
results, and “business and money” yielded 1,593 results (“Amazon.com: Servant 
leadership books,” 2015). 
Servant leadership was originally conceived by Robert Greenleaf in 1970, when he 
was an executive at AT&T, after reading Herman Hesse’s book, Journey to the East 
(Greenleaf, 1977). Greenleaf (1977) says “the great leader is seen as servant first” (p. 
19). He continues by stating that allegiance to a leader can only be granted “to 
individuals who are chosen as leaders because they are proven and trusted as 
servants” (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 20). What is missing from Greenleaf’s essay is a clear 
definition and descriptions of observable behaviors (Dearth & West, 2014; Frank, 2006; 
Russell & Stone, 2002; van Dierendonck & Nuijten, 2011). As previously mentioned, the 
Book of Discipline identified servant leadership as the model for UMC leaders; 
however, it also fails to include a clear description of what it is, how servant leaders 
behave, or how servant leadership should be embodied by denominational, pastoral, 
and lay leaders (Dearth & West, 2014). Larry Spears, CEO of The Spears Center for 
Servant Leadership, provided ten characteristics of servant leaders: listening, healing, 
persuading, conceptualizing, developing, dreaming, trusting and building, 
communicating, evolving, and promoting (Spears, 2004). Van Dierendonck and Nuijten 
(2011) developed a servant leadership survey using characteristics of servant leaders 
including empowering people, holding others accountable, focusing on others’ 
interests first, modesty, genuineness, audacity, empathy, and setting the right example/
role modeling. Dearth and West (2014) cite other behaviors such as listening, 
influencing, commitment to developing others, and being a visionary. In 2002, Barbuto 
and Wheeler “added the construct of [a] calling” to servant leader attributes (as cited 
in Dearth & West, 2014, p. 7). As shown above, researchers are still working to identify, 
and agree upon, characteristics of a servant leader, even after 40 years of study. 
Academic leadership theories 


To narrow down the leadership theories we would research, we drew from two key 
articles: one by van Dierendonck (2011) that compares servant leadership with seven 
other leadership theories, and the second by Miner (2003) that outlines the estimated 
usefulness, applicability, and validity of various theories. Because servant leadership 
is the selected model of the UMC, our research list began with seven theories van 
Dierendonck set forth (transformational, authentic, ethical, Level 5, empowering, 
spiritual, and self-sacrificing) and compared them with Miner’s (2003) table of 
usefulness and validity. By looking for theories that Miner defined as “high 
usefulness” and “high validity” (high/high), we removed van Dierendonck’s authentic, 
ethical, empowering, spiritual, Level 5, and self-sacrificing from our research scope as 
these theories did not appear anywhere in Miner’s analysis, not even in the low/low 
range. Bernard Bass’s (1997) transformational/transactional leadership theory 
remained on the list because it was high/high on Miner’s (2003) table. We focused on 
identifying theories in Miner’s high validity range and identified two additional 
theories to research: Graen’s leader-member exchange theory (high validity/medium 
usefulness), and House’s charismatic leadership theory (high validity/low usefulness). 
See Table 2 for a view of the selection methodology.
 
 


 

Note. Adapted from Miner, J.B. (2003). The rated importance, scientific validity, and practical usefulness or organizational 
behavior theories: A quantitative review. Academy of Management Learning and Education. (2)3. 

Removed van Dierendonck’s authentic, ethical, empowering, spiritual, Level 5, and self-sacrificing leadership styles from 
research scope as these did not appear in Miner’s analysis.
Table 2: Academic Leadership Theory Research Inclusion Methodology

Transformational/transactional leadership theory
The transformational/transactional leadership theory was introduced by Bernard Bass 
in the mid-1980s (Miner, 2003). This theory “views leadership as either a matter of 
contingent reinforcement of followers by a transactional leader or the moving of 
followers beyond their self-interests for the good of the group, organization, of society 
by a transformational leader” (B. Bass, 1997). Rowold’s (2008) study using Version 5 of 
the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ-5X)  developed by B. Bass and Avolio, 
found increased levels of congregational satisfaction in churches where the pastor 
utilized a higher number of transformational behaviors. The same study also found 
that church staff experience increased levels of job satisfaction, performance levels, 
and increased satisfaction with the pastor when the pastor exhibits transformational 
leadership characteristics  (Rowold, 2008). A study by Carter (2009), also using the 
MLQ-5X, indicates that pastors exhibiting transformational type behaviors were 
	Estimated 
usefulness in 
application
	Estimated scientific validity

		Low
	Medium
	High

	High
	Did not include
	None identified as 
applicable
	Transactional/ 
Transformational 
leadership theory 
(B. Bass)

	Medium
	Did not include
	None identified as 
applicable
	Leader/Member 
Exchange (LMX) 
(Graen)

	Low
	Did not include
	Did not include
	Charismatic 
leadership (House)




considered more effective. These studies suggest that transformational leadership 
qualities lead to increased congregational satisfaction and pastor effectiveness. 
Leader-member exchange (LMX)
The leader-member exchange theory (LMX), or the vertical dyad linkage, was 
introduced into the literature in the early 1970’s by Graen, Dansereau, and Minami 
(Miner, 2003, 2005). LMX specifically emphasizes the two-person relationship between 
leader and follower and “that the quality of these leader-member exchanges 
influences the degree of mutual respect, trust, loyalty, support and 
commitment” (Cutler, 2014, p. 23). The researchers found that exchanges built solely 
on defined roles, tasks, and formal job descriptions were weaker and described them 
as out-group. Conversely, relationships built on mutually agreed upon shared 
responsibilities were classified as in-group (Cutler, 2014; Drury, 2003). This theory is 
important because it recognizes that consistent behavior between the leader and all 
members of the group is not realistic—that each relationship/exchange has its own 
unique characteristics (Clydesdale, 2013; Drury, 2003). People in the in-group tend to 
receive more satisfying work assignments and experience higher levels of job 
satisfaction, while out-group members tend to experience reduced job satisfaction and 
increased rates of turnover (Drury, 2003; Miner, 2005). 
While the thought of in-groups and out-groups may seem antithetical to a Christian 
mentality, let us remember that even Jesus had his in-group of twelve apostles The 
theory serves religious leaders by emphasizing that each member of a congregations 
is unique, and one type of exchange will not work with everyone (Drury, 2003). 
Additionally, the positive relationships the pastors build with their in-groups can be 
leveraged to expand their sphere of exchanges through a process Graen and Uhl-Bien 
(1991) called “leadership making” (p. 25). 
Charismatic leadership theory
Before discussing the theory, we will define some key terms. Charisma is defined, 
theologically, as “a divinely conferred gift or power” or “a spiritual power or personal 
quality that gives an individual influence or authority over large numbers of 
people” (“Charisma,” n.d.). However, there is an alternate definition of charismatic as 
related to religions, and it is not to be confused with this leadership theory. 
Charismatic Christians are those who seek or practice “an ecstatic religious 


experience, sometimes including speaking in tongues and instantaneous 
healing” (“Charismatic,” n.d.). The charismatic leadership theory is more closely 
aligned with the first definition. 
The charismatic leader theory pays homage to Max Weber’s definition of leaders who 
have:
. . . a certain quality of which s/he is “set apart” from ordinary people and 
treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least 
specifically exceptional powers or qualities. These as such are not 
accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as divine in origin…
and on the basis of them the individual concerned is treated as a leader. 
(cited in Bhide, 2008, p. 274) 
Robert House, the originator of the theory, identified the characteristics of a 
charismatic leader as dominance, a need and ability to influence others, self-
confidence, and a solid conviction in the moral righteousness of their views (Drury, 
2003; Miner, 2005). House added that “intellectual fortitude and integrity of character” 
were also characteristics of the charismatic leader (cited in Miner, 2005, p. 339). One 
of the primary effects of the charismatic leader is the ability to inspire followers to 
achieve stated goals, especially when goal attainment requires challenging tasks or 
situations that need to be overcome (Miner, 2005). 
The charismatic leadership theory applies well to a religious context because is it 
necessary for the leader and followers to define their relationship in ideological terms 
(Kirkhaug, 2010; Miner, 2005). There are also examples of the charismatic leader in 
the Bible. For example, Paul “had to use all his leadership and rhetorical skills to 
persuade . . . Christian converts to participate in his collection project” to raise money 
for the poor Christians in Jerusalem (Stenschke, 2015, p. 3). Kirkhaug (2010) states that 
charismatic leadership is “particularly appropriate in normative organizations like 
churches, hospitals, and voluntary associations in order to motivate employees 
towards making an extra effort in appealing to their ambitions, and supplying them 
with goals, norms, and values” (p. 647). Our research found only a few articles 
referencing the charismatic church leader, and none of them specifically studied the 
effectiveness of the leadership style on congregational vitality outcomes (Kirkhaug, 


2010; Lehmijoki-Gardner, 2014). In the literature, charismatic leadership and 
transformational leadership are frequently used interchangeably, likely because both 
types of leaders inspire followers to look beyond their own self-interests to focus on 
what is better for the organization, group or community. Perhaps religious 
researchers have stayed away from studying the “charismatic leader” due to the 
potential confusion of House’s theory with the more extreme definition of charismatic 
Christians. 
Practitioner-based leadership models
Up to now we have analyzed Biblical models and academic leadership theories. 
However, we speculate that few religious leaders utilize academic literature to 
develop their personal leadership styles. As a result, we look to popular literature 
rather than abstract research. An Amazon.com search for “pastor leadership books” 
returned over 1,000 results, including books such as Courageous Leadership: Field-
Tested Strategy for the 360̊ Leader by Bill Hybels (founder of Willow Creek Community 
Church near Chicago), The Minister’s MBA: Essential Business Tools for Maximum 
Ministry Success by Michael Zigarelli and George Babbes (both authors are professors 
in business schools and work with churches), Lead Like Jesus: Lessons from the 
Greatest Leadership Role Model of All Time by Ken Blanchard and Phil Hodges, and 
Christian Reflections on The Leadership Challenge edited by Kouzes and Posner 
(“Amazon.com: pastor leadership books,” 2015). Our challenge was to identify models 
that are readily accessible (purchasable via internet or bookstore), based on moral or 
Christian principles, and easily put into practice (outlines easy to adopt practices or 
behaviors), while also being based in the authors’ research or field of study. Our goal 
was to include models by authors who would be considered experts in the field of 
leadership. Therefore, we selected Covey’s Principle-Centered Leadership and Kouzes 
and Posner’s The Leadership Challenge. 
In Principle-Based Leadership (2009), Covey states that real leadership is based on 
principles that are “a part of the human condition, consciousness, and conscience . . . 
[such as] fairness, equity, justice, integrity, honesty, and trust” (p. 13). Covey (2009) 
states that if leaders adhere to these natural laws, they will point the leader’s way at 
work and in all other areas of life. While we did not find evidence in the literature of 
studies regarding the applicability of principle-centered leadership within religious 


organizations, the moral center of the model lends itself to inclusion in the analysis of 
congregational leadership. 
We choose to include The Leadership Challenge by Kouzes and Posner (2012) because 
of the companion book, Christian Reflections on The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & 
Posner, 2006). Kouzes and Posner (2012) outline five practices and ten commitments, 
which include (1) model the way by clarifying values and setting an example; (2) 
inspire a share vision by envisioning the future and enlisting the help of others; (3) 
challenge the process by searching for new opportunities, taking risks and 
experimenting; (4) enable others to act by fostering collaboration and developing 
others; and (5) focus on feelings by recognizing others’ contributions and celebrating 
shared values and victories. These practices are founded on the data uncovered by the 
Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI), an online assessment that “provides 500,000 to 
750,000 responses annually” to the researchers” and keeps them “on target in 
identifying the behaviors that make a difference—and the ones that don’t seem to 
matter” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 4). In Christian Reflections of The Leadership 
Challenge, the authors are joined by others, including Ken Blanchard and pastor 
Nancy Ortberg, to reveal how congregational leaders can apply these practices within 
a religious environment (Kouzes & Posner, 2006).  
With this basic understanding of these theories and models, we can begin to analyze 
the competencies and behaviors specific to these types of leadership.
Pastoral Leadership Competencies
A key driver of congregational vitality is effective pastoral leadership (de Wetter et al., 
2010). An outcome of the Towers Watson research was 15 leadership attributes that 
enable vitality. We mapped these attributes into four categories (leadership behaviors, 
personal characteristics, spiritual leadership, and foundational pastoral competencies) 
for ease of classification. See Table 3. 
Our research into leadership theories and behaviors is meant to validate the 
competencies identified by de Wetter et al (2010). To do this, we mapped the various 
leadership behaviors inherent in these theories to the 15 competencies identified by 
de Wetter at al. (2010). Assuming these characteristics of the leadership models 
included are extracted completely and correctly, Table 4 shows this mapping, as well 
as the frequency with which we identified commonalities between the Towers Watson 


attributes and other leadership attributes. Our analysis shows that, by far, the 
leadership behaviors identified by Towers Watson align to other leadership theories in 
the academic literature. 
 


 

Note. Adapted from de Wetter, D., Gochman, I., Luss, R., & Sherwood, R. (2010, June 28). UMC call to action: Vital 
congregations research project. Towers Watson Consulting.
Table 3: Towers Watson Leadership Competencies
 
 
	Leadership Behaviors
	Personal 
Characteristics
	Spiritual Leadership
	Foundational Pastoral 
Competencies

		Working in 

partnership with 
others to 
accomplish goals
	Recognizing and 

addressing discord 
in a fair and 
positive manner 
(conflict 
management) 
	Encouraging and 

empowering 
others to take 
ownership
	Focusing on 

developing, 
coaching, and 
mentoring lay 
leaders to improve 
performance
7.    Defining and 
articulating a future 
vision for the local 
church
	Influencing the 

actions and 
behaviors of 
others to 
accomplish 
changes in the 
local church
	Propelling the local 

church to set and 
achieve significant 
goals through 
effective 
leadership
		Developing 

personal 
knowledge, 
skills, and 
abilities to 
continuously 
improve and 
grow oneself 
	Inspiring 

confidence and 
trust through 
words and deeds 
	Recognizing, 

understanding, 
and empathizing 
with the feelings 
and needs of 
others and 
responding 
accordingly 
 
		Inspiring passion 

and enthusiasm 
in others for 
spiritual 
development, 
discipleship, and 
outreach 
	Inspiring the 

congregation 
through 
preaching 
		Demonstrating 

effective 
management of 
the local church 
(e.g. financial, 
operational, staff) 
	Understanding 

and leading in the 
context in which 
they serve 
	Developing a 

formal written 
mission and vision 
that has been 
reviewed in the 
last five years 
 





 


Table 4: Comparison of Towers Watson Leadership Competencies and Leadership 
Models
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Method
 
This study used archive interviews with pastors, staff and lay leaders from vital 
congregations and analyzed them using Brinkerhoff’s (2003) Success Case Method and 
other phenomenological coding techniques. This section will cover the methods used 
to select congregations to participate in the study, the data gathering process (i.e., 
interviews), the data coding methods and process, and, finally, how we used reliability 
and credibility techniques to ensure our methodology was valid. We will also review 
Brinkerhoff’s (2003) Success Case Methodology to more deploy explain how each case 
was developed. 
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria
For the purposes of this study, the Towers Watson indicators and drivers of vitality 
were used to identify congregations to participate (de Wetter et al., 2010). The 
indicators and drivers include a blend of church growth numbers and spiritual factors 
and can be referenced on page 14. Using these elements, data related to vitality was 
obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC) and the Western North Carolina 
Conference (WNCC). Data was provided for every congregation that ranked in the 
highest 25% for each of the eight indicators. The North Carolina Conference also 
provided data on two of the eight drivers of vitality. Based on this data, the 
congregations that ranked in the top 25% for the greatest number of Indicators were 
identified. These rankings were reviewed with a staff member from each conference 
office to ensure that the identified congregations were, in fact, thriving. In the NCC, 
there were nine churches that met six or more of the indicators. Additionally, in 
partnership with the Conference, it was determined that congregations with average 
weekly attendance of 30 or less would be excluded from the study because those 
indicators of vitality that are calculated as a percentage of average weekly attendance 
were misleading for churches with very low attendance numbers.



Figure 1: Selection Process for Vital Congregations
 
In the WNCC, there were eight congregations that met five or more indicators. The 
pastors of these 17 congregations were approached first for participation in the study. 
If a pastor chose not to participate, the research team continued contacting pastors in 
churches where the required number of indicators were met until a minimum of six 
congregations in each conference had agreed to participate. Figure 1 graphically 
explains the filtering and congregation selection process. Table 5 outlines the 
congregations that participated in the study and the factors that led these 
congregations as being identified as a vital congregation.
After the congregations were identified, pastors were contacted initially by 
Conference Staff using an email template provided by the researchers (see Appendix 
A). In this communication, the pastors were provided with the Informed Consent 
Form (see Appendix C).
 
[image: Filter graphic.jpg]


 

 
Note. 1. Average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 2. Number of children, youth and young adult 
attendance as a percentage of membership; 3. Increase in worship attendance over five years; 4. Increase of membership 
over five years; 5. Increase in annual giving per attendee over five years; 6. Increase in benevolent giving over five years; 7. 
Average professions of faith per member; 8. Increase in average annual giving per attendee over 5 years; 9. Number of 
children’s programs as a percentage of average weekly attendance; 10. Number of small groups as a percentage of 
average weekly attendance.
Table 5: Participating Congregations with Identified Indicators and Drivers of Vitality
 
 
	Church
	Conf.
	Avg 
Wkly 
Atten
d
	Indicators of Vitality
	Drivers 
of Vitality
	Total

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	
	Alexander 
Chapel
	WNCC
	33
	
	
	
		
						4

	Biltmore
	WNCC
	128
	
	
					
	
			4

	Central
	WNCC
	138
		
	
			
	
	
			5

	El Camino
	NCC
	76
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		9

	Ghana 
Mission
	WNCC
	180
	
	
	
	
		
					5

	Higgins 
Memorial
	NCC
	230
	
		
				
	
			4

	Highlands
	WNCC
	326
	
		
	
		
	
				5

	Holly Springs
	NCC
	191
		
	
	
		
	
		
	
	7

	Light of 
Christ
	WNCC
	161
	
	
		
		
					4

	Magnolia
	NCC
	48
		
	
	
			
	
	
	
	7

	Massey's 
Chapel
	NCC
	55
	
		
	
			
	
	
	
	7

	Mount Zion
	NCC
	384
	
	
	
	
			
				5

	New Union
	WNCC
	93
	
	
	
				
				4

	Sunrise
	NCC
	279
		
	
	
		
	
		
	
	7

	Windsor
	NCC
	125
	
	
	
	
			
	
	
	
	8




After the signed Informed Consent form was obtained from the pastor, the 
researchers contacted the pastors to schedule a telephone interview. As the pastor 
interviews were completed, they were asked to identify three to four staff or lay 
leaders to be interviewed. The research team provided an email template to the pastor 
for alerting these individuals. This template is included in Appendix B. The 
researchers then contacted these individuals via email, obtained informed consent, 
and scheduled interviews.
Demographics of participants 
For this study, a total of 68 interviews were conducted. The 15 pastors interviewed 
were ministers within the United Methodist Church and were either ordained or local 
pastors. The nine staff members interviewed included church office workers, music 
ministers, youth ministers, and associate ministers. The 44 lay leaders interviewed 
were congregational members and might fill any number of roles, including the 
congregation’s lay leader role (each church selects one lay leader from the 
congregation to attend the Annual Conference), committee chairs, or church council 
members. To maintain the level of integrity with the study, and in accordance with the 
Queens University of Charlotte’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) application, there 
was an extra level of care taken to ensure a certain amount of subject anonymity. 
While complete anonymity is not guaranteed, as outlined in the interview protocol, no 
names would be included in the final report; only roles (e.g., pastor, lay leader) are 
identified in this report, and congregations are identified only as Church A, B, C, and 
etcetera. Additionally, participants in this study are only identified as Participant 1, 2, 
3; and Pastor 1, 2, 3 and on. All participants signed an informed consent form. The 
pastor’s form can be found in Appendix C. The congregational member’s informed 
consent form can be found in Appendix D. Age, marital status, and other demographic 
information was not collected on the subjects. The breakdown of roles interviewed at 
each congregation are outlined in Table 6.
 


 
 

 
Table 6: Roles Held by Subjects Interviewed by Congregation
 
Data Gathering Methods
Data were gathered from interviews conducted by the lead researcher, Dr. John 
Bennett, and Emily Carpenter, a trained graduate research assistant. The first two 
pastor interviews were conducted by the lead researcher with the student researcher 
observing, to establish consistent interviewing approaches among researchers. 
Subsequent interviews were conducted by one of the two researchers. The interviews 
with pastors and members were conducted via telephone and lasted between 30 and 
	Church 
Code
	Conference
	Pastor
	Staff
	Lay Leader
	Total

	Church A
	NCC
	1
	1
	3
	5

	Church B
	NCC
	1
	0
	2
	3

	Church C
	NCC
	1
	0
	3
	4

	Church D
	NCC
	1
	1
	3
	5

	Church E
	NCC
	1
	1
	3
	5

	Church F
	NCC
	1
	0
	3
	4

	Church G
	NCC
	1
	1
	2
	4

	Church H
	WNCC
	1
	0
	3
	4

	Church I
	WNCC
	1
	0
	5
	6

	Church J
	WNCC
	1
	1
	3
	5

	Church K
	WNCC
	1
	1
	3
	5

	Church L
	WNCC
	1
	1
	2
	4

	Church M
	WNCC
	1
	1
	2
	4

	Church N
	WNCC
	1
	0
	4
	5

	Church O
	WNCC
	1
	1
	3
	5

		Total
	15
	9
	44
	68




60 minutes. A semi-structured interview approach was employed, which used an 
established set of interview questions and allowed the interviewer to ask follow-up 
questions to explore topics in depth as necessary. The pastor interview protocol is 
included in Appendix E and the staff/member interview protocol is included in 
Appendix F. 
Interviews were recorded and transcribed by two different transcription services: 
Cogi and Transcribe Me. The research team verified the accuracy of the transcripts by 
comparing the document to the recording of the interview. The raw transcript of the 
interviews that contained “um” and “ah” that might distract readers from the true 
meaning of the subject’s words, were removed from the final version. Furthermore, 
some subjects had dialects that resulted in words being inaudible and unclear to the 
transcriber that resulted in the research team listening to the recording to add the 
correct words or phrases. The clean transcripts were sent to each subject for review 
by the lead researcher. Subjects were provided at least two weeks to review and reply 
with edits or their approval. Once all the transcripts were approved by the subjects 
and returned to the lead researchers, data coding could begin.
Coding
This qualitative research used an inductive phenomenological thematic content 
analysis coding methodology using the interviews conducted by Bennett and 
Carpenter. This coding procedure was tested during two pilot studies. Both the 
Carpenter (2016) and Scarborough (2017) studies validated that coding completed 
following this method would sufficiently identify common themes. We will define 
what this methodology means in layman’s terms. “Codes are tags or labels for 
assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled 
during a study” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56). Creswell (2014) defines inductive as 
an opportunity to analyze text in order to identify themes, patterns, and groupings 
from the interview text, rather than searching for specific categories. 
Phenomenological research is the “study of lived experience” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 9). 
Content analysis procedures use human language and communication as the source of 
information, and specific to this study, the transcript of an interview is the source of 
information. This research procedure enables an analysis of the subjects lived 
experiences expressed through their own words to uncover themes that help explain 


vitality in the United Methodist Church. This research methodology was used to 
develop the success cases, and was also used in the Bennett & Gawle (2018) derailment 
study. 
Multiple researchers read the transcript of each interview to identify themes 
independently and then discussed each to agree upon the themes for each 
congregation. A common set of themes, which included the 15 Towers Watson 
competencies and other leadership traits identified during the pilot studies, served as 
the codebook. When additional codes were uncovered, they were added to the 
codebook. Then, previously coded interviews were revisited to determine if the new 
code appeared. 
The lead coder, who had participated in two of the three pilot studies, trained all 
researchers who would be coding the interviews. All interviews for each congregation 
were coded as a group so the church’s story and the pastor’s leadership traits would 
emerge. At least two coders would read and code each interview following the themes 
outlined in the codebook and document the code in the master coding spreadsheet. 
Each researcher’s codes were then reviewed. In instances when one coder found a 
code the second did not, a conversation occurred to ensure both coders agreed on the 
final selected code. The lead coder was contacted to break ties when coding agreement 
could not be reached by the other researchers. 
Research reliability and credibility
Qualitative validity means that the findings accurately represent what is found in the 
data and truthfully represent the lived experiences of the subjects (Creswell, 2014; 
Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Maxwell (2005) provided a seven-
point checklist to combat threats to validity, which includes “a) intensive long-term 
field involvement; b) ‘rich’ data to cover field observations; c) respondent validation; 
d) triangulation; e) quasi-statistics and f) comparison” (pp. 244-245). For this study, 
three of these methods were used to increase the credibility of the results. First, the 
lead coder had extensive long-term participation with the study, having been involved 
since 2014 in various capacities and was very familiar with the data and the lessons 
learned from the previous pilot studies. Additionally, the team used the process of 
triangulation, “a process used to support the results of the data through independent 
measures” (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This study used investigator triangulation 


through the use of two coders for each interview (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 
Additionally, a peer debriefing with the lead researcher of the broader study was 
conducted throughout the process (Creswell, 2014). The third method used was 
comparison, as three independent sources were included in the study (pastors, lay 
leaders and staff) to strengthen the findings (Creswell, 2014).
Research reliability ensures the findings would be consistent if this study would be 
conducted by another team of researcher (Creswell, 2014). Two reliability approaches 
were used in this study. The data analysis team frequently discussed their 
examination and findings (Creswell, 2014). These discussions ensured strict adherence 
to a literal interpretation of interview text so neither team member could insert his/
her assumptions of a subject’s meaning into the analysis. 
This study aligned to Brinkerhoff’s (2003) Success Case Method so each congregation’s 
story could be told following a strict framework. The next section will introduce this 
methodology.
Success Case Methodology
A success case story (Brinkerhoff, 2003) was written for each congregation using the 
themes identified during coding. The Brinkerhoff (2003) Success Case Method is 
composed of five steps: 
	“Focusing and planning a success case study 

	Creating an “impact model” that defines what success should look like 

	Designing and implementing a survey to search for best and worst cases 

	Interviewing and documenting success cases 

	Communicating findings, conclusions and recommendations.” (p. 27) 

The first step was completed through the grant proposal process and in preparing the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) application. The project chose to use the Towers 
Watson indicators of vitality as the impact model to satisfy step two. Step 3 was 
completed through the collection of vitality indicator data from each conference and 
the ranking process that led to selection of the congregations to be included in the 
study. Step 4 was accomplished through the development of semi-structured interview 


protocols discussed earlier. These protocols included questions aimed at collecting the 
stories of the vital congregations. A success case story (Brinkerhoff, 2003) was written 
for each congregation using the themes identified during coding. This paper completes 
Step 5 of Brinkerhoff’s methodology. 
The success case stories are included in the next section of this paper. Not all 
leadership attributes identified during coding were included in a congregation’s 
success case. In order to be included, thematic consistency was required, which means 
a majority of interviewees needed to mention the competency. This requirement is 
important to note because later in this analysis, we will look specifically at pastor-
mentioned traits and member-mentioned traits to see if there is consistency in themes 
mentioned by these two populations.
Each success case story was developed using the Brinkerhoff (2003) Success Case 
Method and the interviews of the pastor, staff, and lay leaders. Each story was 
originally written to be used as standalone document; however, for this consolidated 
document, we removed or reduced recurring text to streamline the reading 
experience. These stories encapsulate examples of pastors’ leadership of vital 
congregations.
The following section includes each of the success cases from congregations in the 
North Carolina Conference and the Western North Carolina. Each success case 
includes the context of the church, why the church was selected for the study, the 
church members or staff who were interviewed, the state of the church upon the 
pastor’s arrival, the challenges and opportunities faced by the pastor during his/her 
tenure, the leadership traits exhibited by the pastor (both the Towers Watson 
competencies and any additional competencies uncovered during the interviews), and 
a summary of how the pastor has impacted the current state of the church. 
Congregations are included in alphabetical order. 
 


4
Success Cases Stories
Alexander Chapel UMC: Small but Mighty
 
The story of Alexander Chapel is one of rebirth. Prior to the arrival of the current 
pastor, the church was stagnating with low congregational energy and engagement 
and a lack of programs for youth and adults. With the arrival of the current pastor in 
2002, the church experienced a renewal of faith and an increase in congregational 
involvement. Those interviewed for this study credit this renewed enthusiasm to the 
pastor’s dedication, positivity, and availability. However, she did not do this alone; she 
worked in partnership with the congregation to introduce enhancements to the 
church’s programs. 
Context of the Church
Alexander Chapel United Methodist Church (UMC) has a small congregation, yet the 
church is massive in faith, love, and a commitment to the community. Founded in 
1856, Alexander Chapel is a member of the Western North Carolina 
Conference (WNCC) and is located in Asheville, North Carolina. The primarily 
working-class congregation and the pastor are welcoming to newcomers. The current 
pastor offers parishioners a traditional Sunday service and non-traditional methods of 
accessing her sermons, like online recordings for those who cannot join in person. All 
the laity leaders interviewed for this study mentioned the love the members share for 
each other. One member stated, “We're not really a congregation, but we're a tight-knit 
family. It's what we are. I mean that's everybody in the church.”
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria 
Using the Towers Watson indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC) 
of the UMC. Alexander Chapel UMC ranked in the top 25% on four of the eight 
indicators. Those four were: 


	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 

	increase in children, youth, and young adult attendance as a percentage of 

membership;  
	increase in worship attendance over five years; and 

	increase in annual giving per attendee over five years.  

The average weekly attendance of Alexander Chapel was reported as 33 in the 2013 
data provided by the conference. These factors led to Alexander Chapel being 
identified as a vital congregation and selected for participation in this study.  
Interviews Conducted  
     The pastor and three congregational lay leaders from Alexander Chapel were 
interviewed between January 2015 and November 2016. All interviews for Alexander 
Chapel were conducted by the lead researcher, Dr. John Bennett. Those interviewed 
included:  
•the pastor, who had been serving at Alexander Chapel for 13 years when the 
interview was conducted;  
•the co-chairperson of the Church Council, who had been a regularly attending 
services at Alexander Chapel since the late 1980s; 
•the chairperson of the Pastor Committee, who had been a church member for 
17 years and had been a committee member of the Pastor Committee before 
becoming the chair; and  
•the Lay Leader, who had been a member over 32 years. 
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments.
State of the Congregation Upon Arrival of the Current 
Pastor 
When asked to describe the church prior to the arrival of the current pastor, 
interviewees described stagnation. The church was not involved in the community 


and had no youth group or activities. One previous pastor had a split charge (one 
pastor serving two churches), which resulted in the pastor being forced to leave one 
church immediately after services to arrive at the other church right before the 
service began. According to one interviewee, the previous pastor was controlling, “had 
committed some sins, and these became public and became a problem,” and was 
dramatically removed from the church. The current pastor relayed the story: 
Two weeks after Annual Conference, the pastor held a congregation 
meeting. He was very angry with the Church . . . He held a congregational 
meeting, which is not a Methodist way, and basically told the congregation 
everything that was wrong with the Methodist Church. Several people 
walked out. And at the end of the meeting he said, “By the way, I'm not 
your pastor anymore.” And they were left with no pastor towards the 
end of June—in crisis, and the people didn't really know why. They only 
knew what he had told them, and they were very, very, very angry–
part of them–with the Methodist Church and what they perceived the 
hierarchy of the church had done to the pastor. And that’s what I walked 
into.  
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
Various struggles were mentioned by interviewees, including the need to grow the 
church’s membership and attendance numbers and low engagement by younger 
members. The pastor has been able to make significant progress in these areas. She 
has increased the youth-focus in the church. She said:  
I have a real heart for all age groups, but in particular, I have a heart for 
families and children and youth. And that’s one of the things that I wanted 
to make sure that Alexander Chapel embraced, and they do in a big 
way, is their children and their youth. And that is a big part of 
our ministry. 


The previous pastor had not been as engaged in the church and this was reflected in 
the lack of programs for church members. The current pastor increased the programs 
and opportunities to get involved in the church and in missional (i.e., community 
service) work. One interviewee stated, “Prayer shawl ministry, she started; DVD 
ministry, she started. She comes up with some really good ideas. Ryan Center ministry, 
the nursing home industry, she started it . . . She started a ladies’ Bible study 
group.” These programs keep current members engaged. The pastor has also been 
encouraging members to bring more guests to services in an attempt to grow 
attendance numbers. One member said, “She's constantly urging us to, as individuals, 
that it's not the preacher who builds the congregation, it's the members. And a lot of 
members will be talking to people that they work with and inviting them to the 
church.” 
The pastor also mentioned challenges with having enough money to achieve her 
vision for the church. She stated: 
First of all, having enough money to do all the things we want to do 
because this is a working-class congregation, and if we had the money to 
do what we wanted to do, man, we could do some pretty cool things. But 
you know what, God always provides just enough to do exactly what we 
can do. So, if I had money that would be nice. 
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation  
While there are a number of positive traits mentioned by the interviewees regarding 
their current pastor, a number of the 15 Towers Watson competencies were 
mentioned by the interviewees (See Table 1, p. 17 for list of all competencies). These 
traits were her ability to manage conflict (number 2), her knowledge of the Bible 
and preaching skills (number 14), how she empowers and encourages congregational 
members to achieve goals within the local church (a combination of numbers 1, 3, 10, 
and 12), and how well she leads within the specific context of Alexander Chapel 
(number 13). In addition to these leadership characteristics, two additional 
traits emerged from the interviews that were not found on the Towers Watson list. 


These include her strong interpersonal skills and her availability to the 
congregation. Each of these characteristics will be discussed in following sections.  
Towers Watson competencies 
The pastor displays an ability to successfully manage the conflict inevitably found 
in all churches. The pastor described how her previous experiences as a Christian 
educator helped her manage conflicts within the church:  
You cannot be a Christian educator and not know how to handle conflict, 
because the worst kind of conflicts there are the ones when parents don’t 
think their children are getting what they think their children should be 
getting. And a lot of times people when they’re angry are just big kids—
that want their way and listening is the best thing you can do. 
Another member said, “If there is an issue, she is not one to let issues fester and get 
worse. She will address the issue immediately, and you know when somebody does 
that. It generally is the best way to handle the situation and get a handle on it 
before something even worse happens.” 
The three congregation members interviewed for this study all mentioned the pastor’s 
knowledge of the Bible and how thoroughly she prepares for her sermons. One 
member stated, “She’s well versed in the Bible. I heard her say to the district 
superintendent that appointed her . . . that she read the Bible, six or seven different 
versions, before she ever decided that she was called to the ministry.” Her dedication 
to scholarship and her love of the Lord is evident in her sermon preparation. One 
member stated, “The way she presents herself during the sermon, you can just see that 
she really is into what she’s saying. Yes, researched it. Yes, she’s really researched it 
and knows, so it gives off a lot of energy to the whole thing . . . it just shows up in the 
whole church.”  
The pastor is able to work in partnership with the congregation and lay leaders to 
accomplish changes in the local church. One member explains, “She does not do 
things by herself. She takes the initiative. In many cases she does take the initiative 
and gets things started. But, it's up to the people in the church to actually do these 
things.” The pastor also “has the ability to get people to buy into things.”  


The final Towers Watson trait of the pastor that was mentioned during the interviews 
was her ability to understand the context of the church she leads. The pastor 
described how she entered the church:  
It took me almost two years of walking with people and showing them 
who I was and listening to their story. I didn't go in and try and change 
anything. I stood back, and I listened, and I learned who they were. And 
when something happened, I walked with them. And it took almost two 
years before they began to understand that it was going to be a different 
church . . . What I mean by walking with them is: If they had a problem, if 
they had a crisis, if they needed me, I was there.  
Additional leadership competencies
In addition to the Towers Watson traits, two new factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. The first is her interpersonal and listening skills. 
One member describes her by saying, “Her loving, her caring for people. She 
started lovingly caring for everybody . . . She just has this energy that is—it just lights 
up the whole church.” Another member stated, “She is a great people person. She 
interacts well with everybody in our congregation.” The pastor admitted she loves 
being a pastor because of the important relationships she forms with others. She said, 
“I really enjoy the part of ministry that connects with people. The calling, the 
caring . . . I want them to know that I care and that I'm praying for them . . . I am all 
about forming those bonds of trust and those relationships.” An important bi-product 
of her listening skills is the ability to hear and accept feedback. One member said one 
of her greatest strengths was “her willingness to accept criticism. She does that really 
well and she is very open to anybody coming up to her and saying, ‘No that's is not 
going to work.’" Her sweet and caring nature helps her manage challenging times as a 
result of, as one interviewee stated, her “kindliness.” 
The second trait that was discussed in the interviews but not found on the Towers 
Watson list was her availability to her parishioners. She frequently visits with ill 
parishioners and is available to counsel individuals when needed. In fact, not only do 
Alexander Chapel members get the current pastor, they also have access to her 
husband, who is also a pastor. The church’s pastor explains: 


He’s bi-vocational. He has a full-time job in a quarter-time church that is 
eight miles from my church . . . we do stuff in and out of each 
other’s churches all the time. So, [he] knows my people, and I know his. 
And right from the very beginning, one of the things that’s been really 
positive is that I have understood that a man is not always going to want 
to talk to a woman, and a woman is not going to always want to talk to a 
man. So, we have always said up front, in both our churches . . . I’ve said 
to my men, “Look, if you want to talk to [my husband], you’re not going 
to hurt my feelings. We are in this together.” 
A church member explained how both the pastor of Alexander Chapel and her 
husband are dedicated to visitation:  
My son had to have a tonsillectomy . . . she couldn’t be there because she 
was sick . . . I was like, ‘Don’t you make [your husband] get up at five 
o’clock in the morning for this. By the time, you get there we’ll be 
done.’ [Her husband] was there at five o’clock in the morning to say a 
prayer before Chris going into surgery. So, she’s always there for the sick, 
the needy and support. 
Not only is their availability beneficial to the church members, having a pastor-
husband is a source of support for the current pastor. She said, “My biggest support—
and I think my husband would say this too—is that we’re in this together. So we 
understand getting that call in the middle of the night. And we understand how the 
church works.” 
Current State of the Church 
The current state of Alexander Chapel UMC shows the influence of the current pastor 
in numerous ways. The church continues to be small and close-knit. One member 
described how the congregation welcomes visitors. “They're brought in just like 
they're a part of the family. We all introduce ourselves, we welcome them, invite them 
back . . . when you walk through the door, you become part of that close-knit family, 
just automatically.” Another member describes the role the pastor plays in welcoming 


visitors and building relationships within the church community. “Newcomer comes 
in, as pastor loves to say, ‘You're becoming part of a family. Well, let me rephrase that to 
you. You're already part of a family.’ You come to church one time and that makes you 
part of the family.” Impressively, their close relationships occur in large part due to 
the diversity of the congregation. There is a wide range of ages and types of people. 
For example, the pastor conducts a Blessing of the Bikers. One member stated:  
About every two years, we gather outside the church for a Blessing of 
the Bikers and a bunch of these guys and gals with tattoos and everything 
show up. I thought a lot of churches might say, “No, get out of here. You're 
sinner people. We don't want to have you here.” But she was willing to 
reach out.  
Despite their small size, parishioners are highly engaged and are involved with 
various opportunities to serve both within the church and the surrounding 
community. The current pastor encourages the congregation to continue their own 
spiritual development by participating in Bible studies, collecting or distributing food 
to the needy, creating prayer shawls or prayer pillows, and supporting the nursing 
home ministry. Many parishioners are involved in multiple activities. One interviewee 
directly attributed the increase in engagement to the current pastor by saying, “She 
has gotten most of the church members involved in some way with some activity.” 
The pastor introduced technological innovation to Alexander Chapel through her 
Outreach Ministry. She began recording all her sermons, saving them to DVD, 
and providing them to parishioners who are unable to come to church due to illness 
or moving away. One member explained, “We distribute them to people who once 
attended the church and have moved out of the area. And in that way, we think the 
worship of the church is going to many other individuals, and in some cases, it's the 
only interaction that these people have with the church.” These sermons are also 
posted on the church’s website.   
All interviewees mentioned the strong attention to engaging with the church’s 
youngest members. Increasing the church’s youth-focus has been a key goal. One 
member describes all the work the pastor has done for youth: 


We do a lot of youth stuff. Now we have two youth groups, we have the 
girl’s youth group and the boy’s youth group, and then we have a kid’s 
youth group, and then we have a . . . young ladies’ Bible study and they 
also assist in leading, with an adult, in leading the younger kids and the 
boys. So, we are very, very youth oriented. 
Conclusion 
What Alexander Chapel lacks in size is more than made up for through their love for 
fellow congregants, their community, and the Lord. Despite the challenges the 
congregation faced before their current pastor arrived, they have partnered with her 
to expand the church’s programs, especially their youth groups; to increase the 
support they provide to their region;  and to deliver innovative ways to connect with 
those who cannot experience in the love the share with each other in person. The 
pastor’s passion for ministry and her love for her congregation has fueled this 
transformation. Her skill in building relationships within the church, makes the 
church feel like family to its members. 
 
 


Biltmore Church: At the Crossroads
 
The story of Biltmore Church is one of rejuvenation. Prior to the arrival of the current 
pastor, the church experienced a series of leadership and staff turnovers, resulting in 
the congregation’s loss of members, identity, and direction. With the arrival of the 
current pastor in 2012, the church experienced a renewed sense of life and energy, 
and an increase in discipleship. Those interviewed for this study credit this 
rejuvenation to the pastor’s ability to innovate, to listen, and to encourage 
discipleship.  
[Note: The “current pastor” referred to in this case study was reassigned after the 
interviews and is no longer with Biltmore Church.]  
Context of the Church
One of the characteristics of Biltmore Church worth noting is the church’s physical 
location. Rather than being situated in a traditional neighborhood setting, Biltmore 
Church is located at the crossroads of several heavily travelled major highways, near 
the outskirts of Asheville, North Carolina. As a result, the church parishioners may 
need to drive long distances to worship there. Founded over 100 years ago, Biltmore 
Church is a member of the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC). The church 
offers parishioners a traditional Sunday service and a contemporary service, and the 
pastor utilizes audio-visual aids such as PowerPoint presentations as part of his 
sermons. All the lay leaders interviewed for this study described seeing a number 
of positive changes in the congregation under the leadership of the current 
pastor. One member stated, “He has really made a difference in a lot of 
us . . . transformed our thinking in a different way, having a different 
perspective . . . you really do have to get outside of your comfort zone.”
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria 
Using the Towers Watson indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC) 
of the UMC. Biltmore Church ranked in the top 25% on four of the eight indicators of 
vitality. Those four were: 


	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 

	increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage 

of membership;         
	average professions of faith per member; and 

	average annual giving per attendee.  

The average weekly attendance of Biltmore Chapel was reported as 128 in the 2013 
data provided by the conference. These factors led to Biltmore Church being identified 
as a vital congregation and selected for participation in this study.  
 Interviews Conducted  
The pastor and five lay leaders were interviewed between February 2016 and 
February 2017. All interviews for Biltmore Church were conducted by the lead 
researcher, Dr. John Bennett. Those interviewed included 
•the pastor, who had been serving at Biltmore Church for three and a half years 
when the interview was conducted; 
•the Core Group Leader, who joined Biltmore Church in 1997; 
•the Church Council Chair, who had been a church member for 16 years; 
•a previous Lay Leader, who had been a church member since May 1997; and 
•a former Chairperson of the Trustee Board, who had been an active member of 
the church for 10 years.  
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
State of the Congregation and Church Upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor 
           When asked to describe the church prior to the arrival of the current 
pastor, interviewees described a loss of identity. After losing one well-loved pastor 
who served the church for more than 10 years, the congregation experienced further 
changes in leadership, including the turnover of two additional pastors as well as 


other church staff members. During that time, while many members of the church 
attempted to fill in some of the leadership gaps, the congregation became like a ship 
without a compass and began to struggle. When speaking about the church’s current 
pastor, one interviewee stated, “I think when he came into it, it felt like we had had 
this really strong congregation with a strong leader, and then we had had several 
years of feeling like it was just floundering a little bit—not having that strong 
direction . . . that we were just trying to figure out who we were.” A second 
interviewee commented, “He came at a time when there was still a lot of discontent, 
or just unrest.”  
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
the Congregation  
 Upon his arrival at Biltmore Church, the current pastor inherited a congregation in 
need of a fresh start. The pastor commented:  
I discovered, in time, it took me time to see, that there were some 
distinctive tribes within the church. And although the church thought of 
themselves as ones that were theologically diverse and tolerant of that 
[diversity], it really wasn't. Those who said they accommodated differing 
views actually did not. So, I was trying to understand the different groups, 
their differing perspectives, their allegiances, and how to bring them 
together to find common goals they could work on together and be held 
accountable for.  
During the interview, when asked to further explain what he meant by “tribes” within 
the congregation, the pastor stated: 
I recognized pretty early that there were three or four sages who were the 
magnets for other devotees, and the church was really grouped around 
three or four people who held a lot of influence [and] trumpeted particular 
perspectives. So for me, it was a matter of trying to determine who they 
were and how much influence they had, and the way in which I could get 
those leaders to be able to think about the goals for the entire church, 


rather than their faction. What I experienced initially were two extremes 
with no middle. 
Worship style was another challenge mentioned by the pastor. He noted that a culture 
of worship that had been built around a choir director who had been there for 16 
years. The pastor said:  
I had thought that I was going to a church with all these missionaries, and 
it would be a world festival of celebration and music . . . It was rather—I 
don't have good words for it – it was just old. Very restrictive. There was 
this attitude, “We don't talk—don't speak during the service. We must all 
look down at the floor.” It was the antithesis of what I expected. I had 
anticipated celebration. So I guess the early theme I tried was to begin to 
move them towards celebration instead of what I and others were 
experiencing. 
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
While numerous positive traits were mentioned by the interviewees, there were 4 of 
the 15 Towers Watson competencies mentioned most frequently by the interviewees 
(See Table 1, p. 17 for list of all competencies). These four traits were his ability to set 
and communicate a future vision of the church (number 7), his ability to influence the 
congregation to move forward (number 10), his focus of encouraging discipleship and 
spiritual development (number 5), and his inspirational preaching (number 14). In 
addition to these four traits, two themes emerged from the interviews that were not 
found on the Towers Watson list. These include his listening and interpersonal skills 
and his ability to use innovative methods to engage the congregation. Each 
characteristic will be discussed below. 
Towers Watson competencies 
A key characteristic of the current pastor is the way he was able to paint a clear vision 
of the future. One church member said, “He's such a visionary, and I just so admire 
that in a leader.” Another interviewee described the current pastor by explaining that 


he was very successful “at getting that visioning. We have much more of a sense of 
who we are.” The pastor spent time with members of the congregation, making sure 
that they were a part of developing the vision. This approach is key within United 
Methodist churches, because pastors can be reassigned frequently. One member 
stated:  
He spent some time with groups developing this vision, mission statement 
for the church . . . He's good at getting people to participate in that and 
create a vision, and a direction but he's not just doing it himself, rather it's 
helping the congregation to develop that vision and those goals for the 
congregation.  
The second Towers Watson trait mentioned frequently was the current pastor’s 
influencing skills. One member stated, “He really challenges you to do things that you 
don't believe that you can do. And he does it in a loving way, and he listens and he's 
just there for you as such a supportive, compassionate individual.” The pastor’s 
influencing skills contributes to the fourth trait mentioned most frequently, which is 
the pastor’s ability to encourage involvement in the church. The pastor stated, 
“Finding the new leaders, helping them to emerge—helping them to find a voice. They 
became the ones that were most reflective with me, who appreciated what we're 
doing and where we're going, and who have caught the vision to really create 
something new.”  
Not only did the pastor influence congregational members to get involved in the local 
church, he also encouraged their spiritual development. Specifically, all five 
interviewees in this study described the positive impact created by the pastor’s 
introduction and promotion of The Walk to Emmaus. One interviewee stated:  
And another thing is he brought Emmaus into our church, and I'd never 
heard of it. So, it has changed quite a few of our lives in our church, and so 
that's been a huge, positive thing. Because now we feel like we're a part of 
a bigger community around us, and with the Emmaus community. And so 
that's really helped us out a lot. 


 Another interviewee commented: 
He introduced us to The Walk to Emmaus, and a lot of our congregation 
has gotten to go. And that's changed our outlook on a lot of things. 
Another thing that's really changed, I think within our church is, we've 
really have gotten bonds with other Methodist churches, but other 
churches too. A lot of those churches are involved with Room at the 
Inn, so it just is broadening our area. It's been amazing. 
Preaching was mentioned as another strength of the pastor. One interviewee made 
the comment, “When he gives a sermon it's very heartfelt, and sometimes they're from 
his own personal experience. That might be something really hard to share, but he 
has. Puts it all out there, like he's not hiding anything. He's so committed. He's so 
committed. I mean he's at church all the time, all the time.” Another church member 
stated, “He's effective in the way that he can get his point across. What he's trying to 
get across to us, he's very effective in being able to do that and it's just his style, his 
mannerisms.” 
Additional leadership competencies  
In addition to the Towers Watson traits, two factors were identified in the interviews 
that warrant mention. These factors include his innovation and his interpersonal 
skills. The pastor used innovative ways of engaging the congregation. One interviewee 
stated:  
He saw things so differently than any pastor that we had had before. He 
thought outside the box. We were still in the box and didn't really want to 
get out of the box. We wanted things as they were, but it couldn't go on 
like it was. So, he started to change things and make us think about the 
outside community like canvassing through the neighborhood where our 
church is to just ask them what they needed in their community. 
Another member commented, “I think he's a real out-of-the-box thinker. He presents a 
lot of ideas in a way that we originally hadn't saw.” Another member stated, “He’s so 


different. Because he's the first person in our church to use the audio-visual aids . . . I 
think that's something that he really has brought to us that does help us a lot.”  
The pastor’s interpersonal and listening skills were mentioned by three of the four 
interviewees, including the following comment:  
I think, mostly, more than anything, he's a phenomenal listener. I used 
that as an example before. But so many times when there's a conflict, it's 
not so much that people want to have something done about it, it's just 
that they want to be heard. He'll push nobody away, and I admire that 
because I would be the one that would say, "Listen, I've heard this all 
before. You don't need to tell me again," but he wouldn't do that. He'll take 
the time with somebody. He'll listen to them, and he'll also try to find some 
compromises without defeating the program as well. There are 
compromises out there, but some of these folks just need to hear 
compromises, and then not take him up on his compromises, if you will. 
But the fact of the matter is that he heard them, and he thought enough of 
them to come up with a satisfactory solution. So, I think that his listening 
is really what has deflected a lot of conflict in the church.            
Current State of the Church 
Biltmore Church has experienced a congregational reawakening and renewal since 
the arrival of the current pastor three and a half years ago. The current state of the 
church reflects the skills, abilities and influence of the current pastor in numerous 
ways. One member described the current state of the church:  
I just feel so very fortunate to be a part of Biltmore and also to be able to 
serve and to be able to move forward as a team, as a congregation, and 
hopefully continue to see us grow, continue to even grow more so than 
we're growing now, than we've already grown. We're so very fortunate 
and very blessed to have him as our pastor and hope he will be around 
with us for a long, long time. 


Another stated, “I think our church is very healthy. I think it is going to stay on this 
healthy course and I love it.” 
Conclusion 
While the story of Biltmore Church began over 100 years ago, the present-
day narrative to best describe this church is one of rejuvenation. Impacted by a series 
of turnovers in leadership, a decline in membership and ultimately, a loss of their 
identity, the congregation of Biltmore Church has experienced a renewal since 
the arrival of their current pastor in 2012. As described by the church members 
interviewed for this study, their current pastor’s ability to direct, guide and 
influence the congregation to embrace a renewed sense of direction and 
purpose injected new life into their church. While the story of Biltmore Church may 
have begun over 100 years ago, this period of rejuvenation will be part of the story 
told about Biltmore Church for the next 100 years.
 
 


Central UMC: Rising from Ashes
 
Central United Methodist Church (UMC), a member of the Western North Carolina 
Conference (WNCC), has a long history of vibrancy. Located in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, Central UMC is surrounded by a more populous and diverse community. 
This dynamic community presents both different opportunities and challenges for 
Central UMC. Founded over 100 years ago, the church has grown and evolved along 
with the city of Charlotte and the surrounding communities. In recent memory, the 
church experienced a devastating fire that decimated its facilities. The fire and the 
arrival of a new pastoral team two years later has defined the most recent chapter in 
the church’s long history.  
Context of the Church 
Charlotte is the largest city in North Carolina, located in the Piedmont region near the 
South Carolina border. A large number of people have moved to Charlotte in recent 
years seeking work opportunities and the mild climate the state offers. As a result, a 
significant portion of Charlotte’s population and, therefore, the Central UMC’s 
congregation, is made up of people who are transplants to the area. Furthermore, 
Central UMC has cultivated a robust international component within the congregation, 
adding to its diversity.  
The most recent chapter in the church’s history started with disaster. A fire, caused by 
arson in 2008, did an estimated $1.5 million in damages, according to one 
interviewee. The pastor at the time showed enormous strength of will and 
leadership and helped the congregation through the troubled time. The 
congregants who were part of the church when the fire occurred indicated that it, in 
fact, resulted in a stronger, more vibrant church community. One interviewee 
stated, “When we had the fire, we saw so much growth in our church, because we had 
people to step up to the plate and take on new responsibilities.” However, the current 
pastor of the church told a different story regarding the state of the church 
when she took over four years ago after the fire. The current pastor said, “This was a 
dying congregation.”  


Vital Congregation Selection Criteria  
Using the Towers Watson indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC) 
of the UMC. Central UMC ranked in the top 25% on five of the eight indicators of 
vitality. Those five were: 
	children, youth, and young adults as a percentage of membership; 

	five-year growth in worship attendance; 

	growth in financial giving beyond the local church; 

	average annual giving per attendee; and 

	average professions of faith per member. 

The average weekly attendance of Central UMC was reported as 138 in the 2013 data 
provided by the conference. These factors led to Central UMC being identified as 
a vital congregation and selected for participation in this study. 
Interviews Conducted 
The pastor, associate pastor, Director of Youth and Children, and two lay 
leaders from Central UMC were interviewed between February and December 2016. 
All interviews for Central UMC were conducted by the lead researcher, Dr. John 
Bennett. Those interviewed included:
•the pastor, who has been in ministry since 1987, and has been serving at 
Central for about five years when the interviews took place; 
•the associate pastor, who entered ministry in 2011, and has since been 
appointed full-time at Central; 
•chairman of the Staff Parish Committee, who has been a member of Central 
UMC for 48 years and has been serving the church for the last eight years; and, 
•the Lay Leader, who has been a member of the church for over 30 years. 
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 


State of the Congregation and Church Upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor 
Upon their arrival, the two newly appointed pastors described the church differently 
from the way the long-time members described it. The members who were around at 
the time of the fire (approximately two and a half years prior to the arrival of 
the current pastor and associate pastor) reflected on how the fire damaged the facility 
of the church so much so that it was unusable. Both long-term members of the 
church who were interviewed referred to the fire as the catalyst that created a new 
chapter for the church. “God used [the fire] to purge and purify. Some people left. A 
core stayed. Those that stayed realized how precious it is, how beautiful the history of 
the church has been and perhaps how God might be taking us in a different 
direction.” The members who had been present during this time credited the previous 
pastor with keeping the church going and refocusing the attention of the 
congregation from what was lost in the fire to the mission and outreach of 
the church. The pastor at the time “was very good at getting us to stay focused on what 
our calling was and the things that we were doing out in the community, getting 
more involved in the community more so than ever before.” 
The current pastor and associate pastor told a different story. In both interviews, 
they indicated that upon their arrival, the church was experiencing an identity crisis. 
In 1970, Central UMC changed locations from a white-majority, English-speaking area 
to a more diverse suburb in east Charlotte. The associate pastor stated, “The 
congregation simply did not reflect the demographics of the area where it was 
placed.” The pastor expressed the same view. 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
The current pastor and associate pastor arrived at Central at the same time in 
2011, facing two main challenges. First, the congregation of the church had very little 
diversity. The church did not mirror the rapidly diversifying population of the area 
where the church was located. The majority of those attending the services were 
Anglo-Saxon. Second, the pastor team faced a grim financial situation as well. The fire 
decimated the church and had cost a great deal to rebuild.  


Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that have 
Impacted the Congregation 
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback from 
those interviewed, the current lead pastor has been very effective at bringing a new 
sense of life and energy into Central UMC. While numerous positive traits were 
mentioned by the interviewees, 5 of the 15 Towers Watson competencies were 
mentioned most frequently (see Table 1, p.17 for list of all competencies). These 
traits were her empowering the associate pastor and congregation members (number 
3), her management skills (number 9), her ability to navigate conflict (number 2), and 
her developing and influencing congregation members to achieve goals (numbers 4 
and 10). Each of these will be discussed below.   
Towers Watson competencies
The lead pastor’s ability to empower her associate pastor and congregation has 
increased the vitality of the church. Early in their relationship, the lead pastor 
identified the knowledge and abilities of the associate pastor and leveraged them to 
balance her own weaknesses. The lead pastor stated, “It just worked out that I had the 
gifts that worked well with the gifts that [the associate pastor had], which were quite 
opposite, but the gifts that were needed. Strong administratively, vision and worship 
that's my strong points . . . and [the associate pastor] is the sweet one, the nurturer. 
And so, we complement each other.” The lead pastor has also empowered members of 
the congregation. Upon her arrival at the church, the lead pastor had to make some 
fundamental changes in the way the church operated. Although this created some 
conflict and attrition among the church lay leadership, the pastor effectively 
navigated the conflict with a mixture of strength and empowerment. She explains, “I 
was tough when I had to be tough, but then there were some decisions that I really 
tried to empower the congregation to make rather than me.” 
The pastor also exhibited a number of effective leadership behaviors mentioned in 
Towers Watson study, including strong management skills, her ability to manage 
conflict, and her focus on developing members of the congregation. The lead pastor’s 
management ability was important in allowing the church to navigate through the 
financial and operational challenges faced by the church. One interviewee stated, “So 
at nominations time, [the lead pastor] began to say, ‘Let's look for new blood. Let's get 


an equal number of females and not all males.’ She's not afraid to move around what 
had always been if it wasn't working. So, she's strong, she's bold. But she does it with a 
lot of preplanning. She's a good leader.” 
The pastor also discussed her ability to manage conflict. In the current church, and 
her previous appointments, she was placed in situations where she encountered “lots 
of conflict.” One interviewee stated:  
She will not run from a problem or turn away from a situation that is 
going to be conflict. She will face it head on. She will make sure she knows 
the situation and will not go headlong into something or go into to a 
meeting or a group without knowing what's going on. But once she is 
convinced of her facts and the truth of the situation, she will just move in 
as the leader of the church, appointed by the conference, and she will deal 
with it.  
Another way the pastor displays this ability to lead is her ability to develop others. 
Shortly after she arrived, the lead pastor revamped the way the church was 
organized. She quickly identified potential talent and then employed it in ways that 
served both the individual and the church. Another interviewee stated, “She's been 
able to find the right people, to be in the right positions, to make a lot of these things 
happen.” 
Additional leadership competencies 
In addition to the Towers Watson traits already discussed, three factors were 
identified in the interviews that warrant mentioning. These factors include the 
pastor’s focus on increasing the diversity of the congregation, her innovative ways of 
engaging the congregation, and her interpersonal skills.  
The single most cited behavior of the pastor that has resulted in expanding vitality is 
the intentional promotion of diversity within the congregation. In both of their 
interviews, the pastoral team indicated that the lack of congregational diversity was 
an obvious shortcoming of the church upon their arrival. The associate pastor had the 
benefit of having lived in a Spanish-speaking country for more than 15 years before 
serving at Central. This experience gave her both the linguistic and cultural context to 


serve the Spanish-speaking community effectively. The associate pastor indicated that 
even with her background, it was the lead pastor’s espousal of multicultural programs 
that made the efforts successful. Within the first weeks of her tenure at Central, the 
new pastor implemented initiatives to build the capacity of the church to serve these 
diverse communities. About four weeks after the arrival of the associate pastor, the 
lead pastor announced to the congregation during services that she had asked the 
associate pastor to lead a Spanish class that would be open to all congregants. The new 
lead pastor took part in those Spanish classes herself, displaying her commitment to 
serving these communities and encouraging the congregation to welcome these 
different cultures into the church.   
Closely related to the efforts of the lead pastor to embrace diversity is how she used 
innovative methods of engaging the new cultures within the congregation. The efforts 
did not end with those speaking Spanish. As time went on, several more nationalities 
and cultures began to join church services. When this happened, the pastor quickly 
began to devise ways to make God’s message more accessible to these 
newcomers. “When these folks started showing up at our church, [the lead 
pastor] immediately started looking at ways that we could minister to them, and how 
we can make them feel a part of our service.” Today, the English service is translated 
into three different languages. These alternative languages are either displayed on 
screens or relayed through headsets provided to congregants. At first, the 
congregation was concerned with both the logistical and cultural ramifications of this 
inclusion, but through the leadership and encouragement of the lead pastor, members 
of the church take pride in their multicultural inclusion. One interviewee stated, “We 
are incorporating a lot of these different nationalities that are participating in our 
worship service either through songs or they may get up and do the scripture for their 
particular nationality.” 
Those interviewed highlighted another aspect of innovation that the lead pastor 
utilizes to engage the congregation. The pastor includes creative elements in her 
sermons like songs, hymns, and compelling visual images that emphasize the message 
of the sermon and transcend the language barriers in the audience. 
A final example of the lead pastor’s leadership competencies are her interpersonal 
skills. Every interviewee indicated that the strong interpersonal relationship between 


the lead pastor and the associate pastor is key to the vitality of the church. The 
members of the church and the pastors themselves all indicate the differences in skills 
and styles of the two leaders and how those skills and styles complement the others 
well, and without the direction of the lead pastor, this complementary dynamic would 
not have been effective.
Current State of the Church 
Central UMC is vibrant and vital today, and it is clear from the interviews that the 
church is thriving. As a result of the behaviors, traits, and characteristics of the lead 
pastor and the church staff, the church has effectively overcome challenges. One 
interviewee stated, “As a matter of fact, I've had several people in the past several 
months say, ‘I really feel like the Holy Spirit is really working here.’ So that to me is a 
testament.” Central UMC boasts growing attendance in services, a robust multicultural 
program, engaging and effective outreach programs in the community, and ever-
expanding youth programs.  
Conclusion 
The journey of Central UMC has not been easy. The church was subjected to arson, was 
relocated, and then lost its sense of identity. Yet after the arrival of strong pastoral 
team in place today, there is a sense of pride among the members of the 
congregation when they reflect on where the church has come from and where it is 
going. Just like the mythological phoenix, Central UMC has risen from the ashes of its 
past and been reborn as a vibrant and vital congregation.
 


El Camino UMC: Growing Together                       
 
The story of El Camino United Methodist Church (UMC) is one of growth, development 
and vitality. Prior to the arrival of the current pastor, the congregation was hurting 
due to the loss of a dear church member and confused due to the multiple pastors 
leading the church the previous five years. With the arrival of the current pastor in 
2005, the church building, the congregation, and the pastor himself 
have experienced renewal and growth.  Those interviewed for this 
study credit this revival and growth to the pastor’s personal development, his focus on 
the spiritual development of his congregation, and his ability to manage and influence 
to achieve success.  
Context of the Church 
El Camino UMC is a Spanish speaking congregation in Siler City, North 
Carolina. Founded in 1989, El Camino is a small intercultural church with members 
hailing from Mexico, Peru, El Salvador, and the United States and is a member of the 
North Carolina Conference (NCC).  
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria 
Using the Towers Watson’s Indicators of Vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC). El 
Camino UMC ranked in the top 25% on all eight Indicators, which are:
	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 

	number of children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage of 

membership;  
	increase in worship attendance over five years; 

	increase of membership over five years; 

	increase in annual giving per attendee over five years; 

	increase in benevolent giving over five years;  



	average professions of faith per member; and, 

	increase in average annual giving per attendee.  

The conference also provided data on two of the eight drivers of vitality identified by 
Towers Watson (de Wetter et al., 2010). El Camino ranked in the in 
top 25% for one driver, which was the number of children’s programs as a percentage 
of average weekly attendance. The average weekly attendance of El Camino is 76, as 
reported in the 2013 data provided by the conference. These factors led to El 
Camino being identified as a vital congregation and selected for participation in this 
study.  
Interviews Conducted  
The pastor, the Lay Leader, and the church treasurer from El Camino were 
interviewed between September 2015 and December 2016. All interviews were 
conducted by the lead researcher, Dr. John Bennett. Those interviewed included:  
•the pastor, who has been serving at El Camino since 2005; 
•the church treasurer, who has been a member since 1997; and 
•the Lay Leader, who had been in this role for eight years when the interview 
was conducted.  
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
State of the Congregation Upon Arrival of the Current 
Pastor 
When asked to describe the church prior to the arrival of the current pastor, 
interviewees described a state of disrepair—both physically and emotionally. Both 
congregants mentioned the poor state of the church building. One interviewee 
described it as “old and abandoned . . . it was dusty . . . holes in the walls.” 
Emotionally the church was in poor condition as well. A series of pastors had come 
through the church prior to the arrival of the current pastor. The congregation was 
hurting after losing one of the “dearest members” of the church who had recently died 
in an accident.


Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
In addition to the physical state of the church building and the pain the congregation 
was experiencing, the current pastor faced personal challenges when he arrived at El 
Camino in 2005. El Camino was the first church where he had filled the lead pastor 
role, so he was forced to grow into his new leadership role quickly upon arrival. 
During his first sermon, he noticed most of the congregation was sitting in the rear of 
the church, acting as if they were afraid of him. He joked, “It was very tempting to 
move the pulpit to the center of the church.” He had to allow the congregation to 
adjust to him as the new pastor, but he struggled the first year. He said, “I was really 
hurt and wondering if I really have a call for this, from God. And it was time for 
learning in every aspect, leadership . . . mature my ministry, and learned how to keep 
faithful, obeying God.” The beginning of his tenure at El Camino was a difficult time.  
Over time, he began to learn more about the culture and context of the congregation, 
many of whom were Mexican. Being from Peru, the pastor had to adjust his style to 
meet the needs of his congregation. As he grew in his leadership, the pastor and 
congregation began to grow together. He said: 
I can reflect today that I had to learn to be Mexican, in order to lead 
Mexicans. I started to admire them. Not only their faithfulness, but also 
their hearts to be compassionate and open doors to everyone, which I 
discovered Mexicans are really good at that. They can find people on the 
street and they open their doors or their homes to host them. When they 
say I’m from Mexico, I really answer with pride on that. But I also try to 
share the gifts of my country, foods and everything I’m proud of that as 
well. But mainly, when I recall that we are from Christ, and we serve the 
same Christ. So, that's the main thing that helps us to live together.   
As time passed, the congregation and the pastor grew to trust one another and grew 
into a vital body of worshippers.  


Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation  
Both of the El Camino members interviewed for this study have a high opinion of their 
current pastor. All three of the traits mentioned most frequently by interviewees 
appear on the Towers Watson list of competencies (see Table 1, p. 17 for list of all 
competencies). These traits were the way in which he encourages the congregation to 
grow spiritually (number 5), his focus on personal growth and development to 
continue to grow in his pastorship (number 6), and his management skills (number 9). 
Each will be discussed below.  
The most critical pastor trait mentioned was the pastor’s ability to grow and develop 
the congregation. One interviewee explained that the pastor “inspires 
people . . . people’s hearts” and helps them learn to be the best Christians they can be. 
The pastor is passionate about his ministry and, through the relationships he fosters 
with congregants, he passes that passion for God onto others. The pastor is able to see 
the gifts members of the congregation bring to the church. He said, “You have to 
discover your gift. You have to discover what talent God is seeing in you. If you have 
found it, you cannot hide it, you need to work on that and develop [it].” He goes on to 
explain, “I think that the value of the lay people is important. As a pastor I have to 
learn to…discern God’s voice and be very wise to invest the time in the ones who 
really want to grow up and serve.” After he identifies those who want to serve, the 
pastor develops them by sending them to classes. He also developed a homiletics class 
at El Camino to develop the laity to preach or lead the praise band. Seven members 
enrolled and graduated. He explained, “I had already two of them who I call my co-
pastors now . . . They are gifted and very enthusiastic and passionate to preach. And 
they gain the respect of the people of the church.” The current pastor also increases 
the congregation’s spiritual commitment to the church by encouraging them to look 
outwards into their community. El Camino runs a weekly food service for children 
who do not have food during the summer, and they send $120 a month to support 
a mission in Mexico. One interviewee summed up the pastor’s focus on spiritual 
development by saying, “Spiritually, [we are] growing up a lot right now.” Lastly, the 
pastor instituted new programs—for youth and adults—to develop the congregation’s 


spiritual commitment. All of these actions have deepened the spirituality and 
dedication of the congregation of El Camino.  
The second most critical characteristic of the pastor is his journey and growth as a 
congregational leader. As previously mentioned, his early days at El Camino were 
challenging. He said, “It was not my intention [to ignore] the trauma and pain or the 
sorrow of these people. I tried to move a church forward to become the church I was 
dreaming [of]. So I was trying to keep these vision and dreams to make a reality. It 
didn't happen fast. So this time was a discouraging time for me.” The pastor was 
dealing with the pain and fear of his new congregation as well as his own self-doubt. 
He thought back to his theological studies and realized that it was his role as pastor to 
equip his people, to teach his people. He began to see the gifts and talents of his 
congregation. Slowly, over time, he developed programs to grow and develop these 
talents – the homiletics class, for example. At the beginning, interest was low, but the 
people who participated were eager to learn. The pastor knew he would not be able to 
be “effective in everything” so he had to develop congregational leaders to help grow 
the church. Over time, his confidence and leadership skills grew. At the end of 2012, 
the pastor and congregation experienced a conflict that would put his leadership 
capabilities to the test. After a dramatic conflict with members of the praise band, he 
had to ask a member to leave the church. It was a challenging time for members of his 
lay leadership team, but he was willing to stand his ground for the betterment of the 
whole church. He said: 
I said to my leaders, “Look, I took this position as a pastor. If someone in 
the congregation asks you, why is this happening, just say the pastor 
made a decision. You want to know more, talk to the pastor.” So, it's a 
decision that I'm making. I'm not inviting you in this decision. So, it's 
everything I need to face, I will face myself. So please you’re not involved 
in this. You continue to serve God with passion. And I will deal with the 
other thing. 
Handling this situation, as challenging as it was, exemplifies his personal growth and 
development. After going through each challenge and set-back, the pastor—and the 
congregation—grew stronger together. One interviewee summed up the pastor’s 


relationship with his congregation by saying, “[The pastor] is part of the people.” The 
pastor overcame his own self-doubt to become a vital leader of his congregation.  
The third most critical characteristic about the current pastor is his management of 
the church. The physical improvements made to the church building were clearly a 
critical undertaking of the current pastor, as it was mentioned by both church 
members who were interviewed. Through his influencing skills, the pastor was able to 
get local contractors to lower the price of fixing the church’s roof.   
Current State of the Church 
The current state of El Camino UMC shows the influence of the current pastor in 
numerous ways. The church offers more programs and youth activities. The 
congregation serves the local and global communities through a food pantry and 
through mission support in Mexico.  Attendance numbers are increasing as 
more people come through the doors. The pastor continues to develop his leadership 
skills by setting clear goals for the future of the church. His identifying members’ gifts 
and spiritually developing his congregation are evident. One member interviewed for 
this study explained, “Now, we have a different experience about the Holy Spirit 
because people try to find out more than they used to . . . we have different 
experience right now.”  
Conclusion 
El Camino UMC is a thriving church. By enduring challenging experiences, the pastor 
has grown into an effective congregational leader who is able to guide the church’s 
congregation as they develop their own relationships with God. Because the pastor 
and the church members grew together, El Camino is the vital congregation it is today.


Ghana Community Mission UMC: A Balanced 
Focus
 
The story of Ghana Community Mission United Methodist Church (UMC) is one 
of finding balance. The church, also known simply as Ghana Mission, has traversed 
challenges to find the right balance between an inward focus on the congregation and 
an external focus on helping their local community. The current pastor has a dual 
charge: ministering to both Ghana Mission and Hunter’s Chapel UMC. As a result, he 
also had to find the balance between being available for his congregations and 
empowering a strong lay leadership team to help grow and develop Ghana Mission. 
Those interviewed for this study credit the current pastor’s preaching, his passion for 
the Holy Spirit, and his authentic personality as key drivers in the recent growth 
of Ghana Mission UMC.  
Context of the Church 
Ghana Community Mission UMC began as a Bible study in the current pastor’s 
apartment. A small group of people of Ghanaian descent were searching for a place to 
worship that would enable them to “get back to their roots,” as the current pastor 
explained. In late 2002, a small group of 28 began worshipping at Big Springs UMC in 
Charlotte, North Carolina. The church officially joined the United 
Methodist denomination on November 2, 2002. Ghana Mission is a member of the 
Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC). The church members are 
primarily Ghanaian, with representation from other African countries and a small 
number of Caucasian worshippers. Because the congregation is a mix of nationalities, 
the services are welcoming and multi-cultural.  
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria 
Using the Towers Watson indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC) 
of the UMC. Ghana Community Mission UMC ranked in the top 25% on five of the eight 
indicators. Those five were:
	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 



	increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage of 

membership;  
	increase in worship attendance over five years; 

	increase in membership over five years; and 

	increase in financial giving beyond the local church.  

The average weekly attendance of Ghana Community Mission is 180, as reported in 
the 2013 data provided by the conference. These factors led to Ghana Community 
Mission being identified as a vital congregation and selected for participation in this 
study.  
Interviews Conducted  
The pastor, two members from Ghana Mission, and two members from the 
pastor’s second charge, Hunter’s Chapel UMC, were interviewed between January 
and December 2016. All interviews were conducted by the lead researcher, Dr. John 
Bennett. Those interviewed included:  
•the current pastor, who founded the church in 2002 and has been the pastor 
ever since;  
•the youth director for Ghana Mission, who has been involved in the church 
since 2005; 
•the Ghana Mission church administrator, who has been involved with Ghana 
Mission for over 10 years;   
•the Communications Program Chairperson at Hunter’s Chapel; and  
•a member and volunteer from Hunter’s Chapel. 
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 


Various struggles were mentioned by interviewees, including the need to diversify 
church membership, which led to the exit of a group of members over differing 
opinions of worship style— and a division of the congregation. One interviewee 
mentioned a challenge about how to expand their membership to include other 
cultures other than Ghanaian. 
I would say our culture in terms of being African, especially Ghanaian, is 
kind of different from the American way of things, even in terms of service. 
But here we are; we live in America. We don't want to be just have 
congregation of only Ghanaian people, we want to reach out 
to everybody. . . But there are people in the church who also believe that 
our service style should be only in a way that we knew from home. 
The church and pastor had to find the right balance between staying true to 
the Ghanaian members and expanding membership to include other nationalities. 
The need to find the balance between a pure Ghanaian worship style and the 
inclusion of multiple cultures in the church led to another challenge. In the recent 
past, a group of members left the church due to a disagreement about worship style. 
This conflict led to a schism in the church, explained one interviewee, because “they 
feel like they needed to belong to that group instead of being with our group where we 
seem to want to [be] part of the United States mission and still be able to get all the 
Ghanaian people.” The pastor was successfully able to handle the situation, explained 
one interviewee. The finesse with which he handled the exit surprised everyone. One 
member stated, “They thought [the pastor] was going to fight back, but he never did. 
He kept praying over it and asked God for direction. So, in the end, those people left 
the church . . . but they all came back.”  
Despite, or perhaps because of, these past challenges, Ghana Mission is a growing and 
thriving church today.  
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
All the individuals who were interviewed, both the members of Ghana Mission and 
Hunter’s Chapel had, a high opinion their current pastor. While there were a number 


of positive traits mentioned by the interviewees regarding the pastor, the Towers 
Watson characteristics described most predominately were his ability to partner with, 
develop, and empower congregational member and lay leaders (numbers 1, 3, and 10), 
and his inspirational preaching (number 14) (See Table 1, p. 17 for list of all 
competencies). Each will be discussed below.  
Towers Watson competencies
The first of the most commonly mentioned Towers Watson traits was the pastor’s 
focus on identifying and developing the gifts of his congregation and empowering his 
lay leadership team. One interviewee stated, “When he sees that you have a gift, and 
even if a congregational member has a talent, he taps on it.” It is not just about 
identifying their gifts; it is also about developing the congregation’s gifts through 
delegation and support. The pastor explained: 
If you don't do your part, guess what? We can't make the difference. If I don't do my 
part, we can't make the difference. We need to do this together. So, when I delegate 
them to do something, I don't go behind them and get it done. They know it should be 
done right because they own it. 
The pastor’s attitude of shared ownership encourages members to work hard to 
achieve the mission of the church.  
Closely related to this characteristic, is how he grows and empowers his lay leadership 
team. One interviewee explained:  
There's some things that goes on in the church, and he can take a decision 
by himself, but he will want to involve all the leaders, so we all take 
decisions together.  And that brings all of them on board. That's one thing 
we like about the church. It's not like he's running the church by himself, 
but he involves everybody in all that he does.  
The pastor himself admitted he is deliberate about developing the leadership within 
the church. He stated, “Developing leadership is a key factor on this journey. There's a 
term that I use for this: multiplicity. So, you develop one leader at a time, then they too 
develop . . . other leaders. So that has been very instrumental.” Because the pastor has 


to support two churches, empowering leadership is key to his success. His 
empowerment encourages the congregation to own the future of their local church.    
The second trait of the current pastor mentioned in the Towers Watson study is his 
preaching, specifically the way he teaches from the pulpit and inspires the 
congregation. One member compared him to her previous pastor, “Even from the 
previous pastor, this [current pastor] has been really an eye-opener, spiritually as well 
as him teaching [us]. We've had . . .  ministers that preach, but this is a teaching 
minister.” Another member described the current pastor by saying: 
Anybody that [has] been invited to come to a Sunday service or maybe our 
Friday service and has sat there for him to minister to them, they will let 
you know how awesome the message is . . . But this is the feedback I 
always get. “Oh, the minister, he was awesome. I would love to come back 
again and listen to him.” So that is the talent that he has . . . in making the 
congregation succeed. 
The theme of the pastor teaching the congregation was an important aspect of his 
success to multiple congregants. Another member stated, “He's more of a teacher to us 
than a pastor . . . He's somebody who brings the message of God's word alive in so 
many ways—through his inspiring sermons.”  
Additional leadership competencies 
In addition to the Towers Watson traits, two additional factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. These factors include the pastor’s availability and 
his interpersonal skills.  
A commonly mentioned characteristic is the pastor’s availability. Despite ministering 
to two congregations, the pastor is always available when church members need him. 
This trait was mentioned by three of the four members interviewed. One member 
stated, “He's there for everybody. It doesn't matter, when you call him, he's there for 
everybody.” The pastor’s availability shows his congregation members that he cares 
deeply for them, and he is there to help them through the rough times. Another 
interviewee stated, “And anywhere there is something going on, he will be present. I 
don't know how he's able to manage to do that, but he does it in a way. And I think 


that's some of the reason why it helps to retain the members because he shows that 
the pastor cares, because he has concerns about the members.” One congregational 
member shared a story of when his wife was admitted to the emergency room. Within 
thirty minutes the pastor was at her bedside, praying with her and her husband. It is 
obvious to members that the pastor truly cares for them and wants to be there if they 
need him.  
The pastor’s availability and his ability to develop his lay leaders, previously 
discussed, are closely intertwined. The pastor has empowered leaders to take over for 
him if he needs to leave an event to attend to a member’s needs. An example of this 
was told by an interviewee regarding a church picnic: 
When he leaves the picnic he doesn't just leave, but he has leaders that he 
trusts that will take over wherever he left off—like if he has to go. So, he 
empowers all the leaders to pick up responsibilities. That's one thing he 
mostly does. If he has to be somewhere and he's not there, the leaders are 
ready to take up because he's trained them to be able to do that.   
By empowering his lay leaders, the pastor is better able to balance the various needs 
of his two congregations.  
The final characteristics described by interviewees but not found on the Towers 
Watson list can best be described as the pastor’s soft skills, which include relationship 
building, communicating, and listening. Additionally, congregation members describe 
him as a humble and authentic person who is easy to be around. One congregant 
stated that he is just the type of person “that makes people want to be 
around him.” Another interviewee said, “He's a good people person . . . he just gets 
along with everybody.” One interviewee described him by saying, “He's somebody 
who communicates effectively. Not like, ‘Oh, what did he say?’ No. He communicates 
effectively and [is] a good listener as well.” Part of being a good listener is 
knowing how to keep information in confidence. One congregant describes the 
pastor’s ability by saying, “He's able to listen. He’s one person that when you tell him 
something about your issue . . . I know that it will stay between me and him . . . even 
including [his] wife.”  


Another important trait of the current pastor is his humble and authentic nature. One 
member described him by saying, “He's a down-to-earth person . . . a very humble 
person . . . even the kids will testify to that.” Interviewees also described his ability to 
face his mistakes or adjust when things do not come out as expected. “He's somebody 
who always accepts his mistakes or when he makes a decision and something 
happens, he's ready to accept it. He doesn't say, ‘Oh, I'm the pastor of this church. My 
word is final.’ He doesn't do that.” Another congregant said, “He's good at 
realizing, ‘Okay, I tried this, and it didn't work. Let's go back to the way it 
was,’ or, ‘Let's do something else.’ He looks at stuff, and he'll realize if it didn't work.” 
These characteristics are important because they underpin the pastor’s ability to work 
in close partnership with the congregation. His ability to communicate and listen, 
coupled with his authentic personality, inspire trust and confidence in church 
members.  
Current State of the Church 
The current state of Ghana Mission UMC shows how the current pastor has been able 
to find balance between developing the congregation internally and helping members 
turn their focus outward to their community. As previously mentioned, the pastor is 
dedicated to developing his congregation’s ability to lead themselves. This internal 
focus has increased member involvement and dedication to the church’s mission. One 
member stated, “In terms of the activities that [are] going on, and the enthusiasm of 
the members, and [on a] spiritual level, in terms of the spirituality, everything is 
increasing and going up.” There is a strong focus on the youth of the church. Many of 
the younger members attend youth conferences. Another member explained:  
We had a conference in Canada, and we were able to gather the youth to 
go and meet other people from even outside the country . . . the next 
time . . . they invite their friends to come in and be a part. The youth 
sometimes believe that church sometimes is boring, it's not 
interesting, it's not exciting. But when we do some of these programs they 
are so happy and—but we [are] still serving the Lord, we [are] still talking 
about Christ. 


The church has also set up a scholarship fund to reward children when they achieve 
an A, B, or C on their school report cards.  
The church also looks outward to address aspects of the community where it can 
help. Church members volunteer at the homeless shelter, are involved with Carolina’s 
Medical Center, and make donations to Living Casa. In addition to the missional 
aspects of outreach, the church reaches out to the community for faith fellowship. For 
example, the congregation of Ghana Mission still worships at Big Springs UMC. During 
the months when there is a fifth Sunday, the two congregations—one mainly 
Caucasian (Big Springs) and one mainly African (Ghana Mission)—do Bible studies 
together. The church also hosts an annual picnic with food and fair games. The event 
is well attended and gives members of the community an opportunity to get to know 
the church and the pastor. The church also celebrates Good Friday with other 
Methodist churches in the area.  
Conclusion 
Ghana Mission UMC is a growing and thriving congregation. The interpersonal skills 
of the pastor, his focus on developing congregational members and lay leaders, and 
his ability to find the right balance between internal growth and external engagement 
have helped Ghana Mission become a vital and flourishing church.


Higgins Memorial: Transformation and Recovery
 
The story of Higgins Memorial United Methodist Church is one of transformation. In 
2008, the church experienced a scandal involving a previous pastor. The pastor at the 
time was initially appointed to serve temporarily while the previous pastor’s issues 
were resolved and a new permanent pastor installed. Instead, the temporary 
pastor ended up staying on and has been serving as lead pastor ever since. Despite the 
challenging circumstances present when he was appointed, the current pastor has 
been effective in helping the church heal, redefining its goals, and outlining the vision 
for the future of Higgins.  
Context of the Church 
Higgins Church is located in Burnsville, North Carolina, a mountain town northeast of 
Asheville. Like many small rural mountain towns, the number of Burnsville residents 
are seasonal, living part of the year elsewhere. In fact, three of the four individuals 
interviewed, including the pastor, do not live in Burnsville. Higgins Memorial UMC 
traces its history back to the arrival of Methodism in America in the 1700s. Originally 
part of circuit congregations to which one or two preachers would travel, the church 
built its first permanent building in 1881.  Higgins Church is a member of the Western 
North Carolina Conference (WNCC).
Higgins Memorial UMC experienced a very public and damaging scandal in 2008. The 
pastor at the time was accused of inappropriate behavior involving a staff member. 
The scandal ballooned out of control and touched everyone from the bishop to local 
business people. The initial incident resulted in several public and dramatic 
lawsuits and the serving pastor’s removal. At the same time, another church in the 
conference was experiencing financial issues, and a decision was made to downsize 
and eliminate one of the two pastor positions. The pastor that remained was well 
known throughout the conference due to his involvement with the United Methodist 
Counseling Service. In fact, he was well acquainted with Higgins Memorial, and they 
knew him. The district superintendent asked for him to preach at Higgins while they 
found a new pastor. However, finding a new permanent pastor was challenging for 
the District Superintendent. The nature of the scandal and the behavior of the 


previous pastor made the post unattractive, so the temporary pastor stayed on as lead 
pastor.  
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria  
Using the Towers Watson’s indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC). Higgins 
Memorial UMC ranked in the top 25% on four of the eight indicators of vitality. Those 
four were: 
	average worship attendance as a percentage of total membership; 

	increase in worship attendance over five years; 

	average professions of faith per member; and, 

	average annual giving per attendee. 

These factors led to Higgins Memorial being identified as a vital congregation and 
selected for participation in this study. The average weekly attendance of Higgins 
Memorial UMC was reported as 230 in the 2013 data provided by the conference. 
Interviews Conducted 
The pastor at the time, the chairperson of the Servant Team, the Children’s and 
Family Ministry Coordinator, and a church volunteer were interviewed between May 
and August 2016. The lead researcher, Dr. John Bennett, with a second researcher 
observing, conducted all interviews. Those interviewed included:
•the pastor, who had been serving at Higgins Church for eight years at the time 
of the interview; 
•the Director of Children and Family Ministry, who had been in the role 
for seven years at the time of the interview and who had been a member of the 
church a year prior to taking the role; 
•a Sunday School teacher who also serves as a worship leader for one of the 
Sunday services, who has been a member of the church since 1985; and 


•the chairperson of the Servant Team (was called Administrative Council) who 
has served in that position for the past three years.  
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
State of the Congregation and Church Upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor 
As indicated, Higgins Church was experiencing an enormous amount of turmoil at the 
time the current pastor’s appointment went from temporary to permanent. The 
incident that led to the removal of the previous pastor created a great deal of 
animosity among the congregation. One of the interviewees stated, “It became a 
horrendous conflict that in this kind of mountain village it was—everybody's 
involved, everybody knows something.” There was intense division among the 
members of the church, some who did not believe the staff member who accused the 
previous pastor of misconduct. Even one of church members who was interviewed 
did not believe the previous pastor had done anything wrong. As a result, the decision 
to remove the previous pastor was a controversial one. The investigation into the 
charges was inconclusive, so far as those interviewed know. Regardless, the pastor 
was prohibited from coming to the church again.  
Under these conditions, the current pastor started preaching at Higgins 
Memorial. He was familiar to many of the members of Higgins, as he had lived, 
worked, and preached in the area for many years and had a good rapport with 
congregants. The current pastor stated, “I had deep connections to lots of these 
churches, but also I've been here forever. I mean, 47 years in this region. I know these 
people. I know that community. I have friends in that church [Higgins] and they know 
me.” The scandal with the previous pastor at Higgins was so divisive that the rapport 
the current pastor had with those at the church did not entirely spare him from some 
of the resulting anger and hostility. The current pastor explained, “The conflict was so 
bad for several years that if you go to the grocery store, you were worn out by the time 
you came out. Everywhere you went, people were watching me and had an opinion, 
and some people didn't like me.” 


After the current pastor had been preaching at Higgins for two to three months, the 
conference was still unable to find anyone willing to take the role of pastor at Higgins. 
During the time he had been in the church, the current pastor began to better 
understand the climate of the church and the community. The pastor came to an 
agreement with the District Superintendent: He would serve as the pastor at Higgins 
as long as he could continue to live in Asheville, approximately 30 minutes away. 
His request was based on more than geography. The current pastor felt that his history 
in counseling and family therapy was the kind of skill set the church needed at that 
time. He said to the District Superintendent, “I honestly think the next pastor you 
send, he or she, you will lose [that pastor]. You will lose them, their career, their 
gifts and their talents. They'll burnout. In some way, they'll be shut down, they'll 
leave, or you'll lose their family . . . Probably if there's anyone that has a chance to get 
this church to the conflict and survive it, I might be it.” It was under these 
circumstances that the current pastor took his post, not to lead a congregation, but to 
heal a community.  
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
As mentioned above, the division among the members of the church was fierce, and 
there was an active conflict within the congregation in the aftermath of the previous 
pastor’s departure. As a trained and practicing therapist, the incoming pastor was 
uniquely qualified to begin the process of healing that the church community needed 
after such a tumultuous period. In his interview, the pastor drew a connection 
between the type of work done in therapy and what the church was going through. He 
said, “This is our opportunity to both resolve . . . things of our past and redefine who 
we are in the present. [Like in family therapy, if] you[‘ve] got a marital 
affair, or a substance abusing teenager; this isn't just about getting rid of this, this is 
about redefining who we are.” 
The incoming pastor approached this controversy as both a challenge and an 
opportunity. The interviews suggest he was successful in conveying this perspective to 
the congregation. In the years since his appointment, the church has done a great deal 
of work identifying strengths, weaknesses, aspirations, principles, and values. A third-


party consultant was brought in to work with the church leadership and to develop a 
vitality roadmap.  
Along with the challenges the church and congregation faced because of the 
controversy, the incoming pastor also faced financial challenges. Under the leadership 
of the former pastor, money was borrowed to build a new Family Life Center. When 
the current pastor arrived, the church was struggling to pay off this debt.
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that 
Have Impacted the Congregation 
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback provided 
by those interviewed, the pastor effectively provided the healing that the members of 
Higgins needed. While there were a number of positive traits mentioned by the 
interviewees regarding the pastor, one of the Towers Watson competencies was 
mentioned most frequently by the interviewees (see Table 1, p. 17 for the list of all 
competencies): how he encouraged members to focus on community 
outreach (number 5). In addition to this characteristic, two themes emerged from the 
interviews that were not found on the Towers Watson list. Each will be discussed in 
the following sections.    
Towers Watson competencies
The Towers Watson trait mentioned most frequently by interviewees was the pastor’s 
commitment to community outreach. One interviewee explained that the shift to an 
outward, community focus was the natural progression of how the pastor helped the 
congregation heal from the previous scandal. The member explained that when the 
pastor first arrived, the congregation was focused inwardly on its pain. As time went 
on, the pastor helped members shift their focus outside the church. The member 
stated, “Oh, my, now we're outside the doors of the church, and we're meeting the 
poor where they live. We're feeding the poor. We're dealing with the poor in spirit. 
We're talking about our own spiritual poverty. So, he really brought the message 
well.” Another member expanded on the volume of work they do in the community by 
saying, “This church has done a tremendous amount of getting out in the community. 
We already had 36 ministries at the time, ranging from old ladies sewing prayer cloths 
for people who are sick, to blankets, to boy scouts, a feed-international-children 


program, and so on.” It is clear from those interviewed that the external focus on 
mission, outreach, and work in the community were not only the method through 
which the church healed but also a result of that healing. 
Additional leadership competencies
In addition to the Towers Watson traits, two other factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. These factors include his listening skills and his 
focus on pastoral care. As a practicing therapist, the pastor’s experience and 
background enabled him to be a very effective listener. The church community was 
traumatized from the events leading up to the appointment of the current pastor. A 
significant amount of mistrust, anger, resentment, and frustration existed, not just 
between individuals but towards the church itself and the broader conference. This 
listening skill allowed the pastor to begin mending the hurt feelings, broken trust, and 
divided community. One interviewee stated, “He just, one on one, began to heal people 
and listen to them and let them vent.” Another member stated, “He’s good at listening. 
I think that’s part of his counseling gift.” The pastor also mentioned how important 
listening was to his success—and not just listening to congregational members. He 
stated, “I listen to the issues around me, but I also listen to my own intuitive voice.” He 
described this voice as that of the Holy Spirit. He discussed an afternoon he spent 
sitting quietly on his back deck early in his tenure at Higgins. “I spent a lot of time 
listening, and I heard the presence of the Spirit and not like a ‘voice-voice,’ but a voice 
that said, ‘Go in this direction. Hike this step.’” His listening skills were also critical in 
his success at navigating the abrupt and tumultuous transition into the role.” 
A second positive trait discussed in the interviews was the pastor’s commitment to 
pastoral care. Pastoral care is visiting the sick and being available when church 
members need the pastor. Even though his living situation does not allow the pastor to 
be present in the community of the church at all times, one interviewee described the 
current pastor as the “best pastoral care pastor I have ever seen.” The pastor 
himself stated, “A lot of my days begin at the hospital.” Another church member 
stated, “If somebody's going to the hospital, he's there. If somebody's dying, he's there. 
And I don't mean, show up, ‘Hi, I'm your pastor, I'll pray for you.’ I mean there, in a big 
way.” The pastor’s availability is an important trait to his congregations. As one 


member stated, the pastor’s commitment to pastoral care is “his number one skill to 
me.”  
Current State of the Church 
All interviewees described the tumultuous state of the church upon the arrival of the 
current pastor. Additionally, all those interviewed agreed that the previous mistrust 
and animosity the congregation felt towards each other and towards the church have 
been addressed and healed. The church is very active in outreach, charity 
work, and community support, including local schools in various ways. One member 
explained:   
We had 38 reading buddies this past school year in three different schools, 
and this was our third year. The reading scores of those kids, every single 
year, are better. Plus, the school just says it makes such a difference in the 
students' attitudes about school and everything . . . We also work on 
teacher morale. We provide luncheons for the teachers and breakfast the 
first morning of getting back to school. We provide snacks for kids 
who don't bring snacks. That was another thing the school said was 
important. I think that that's been pretty successful, and it's grown each 
year. Because as we hear testimonies of how impactful it is on the 
children, more people say, “Hey, I didn't think that this would really make 
a difference in anybody's lives. But now that I see that it is, I think I'll do 
it.” 
The pastor’s approach had been effective at uniting the membership of the church in 
action.  
Conclusion 
The most recent chapter in the long story of Higgins Memorial is one of 
transformation-out-of-turmoil. Though extremely controversial, divisive, and 
damaging, the incident involving the previous pastor and its aftermath served as a 
catalyst for growth of the church. During his tenure at Higgins Memorial, the pastor 
reestablished good communication, trust, and community within the church. The 


result, in turn, allowed the members of the church to redirect their energies from 
infighting to their faith, and to meaningful work inside and outside the church.


Highlands UMC: Revitalization of a Church
 
Highlands United Methodist Church (UMC) is a church that has experienced its fair 
share of ups and downs over the past two decades. Historically, the church has 
enjoyed a thriving, growing, and vibrant congregation. However, the departure of 
beloved pastors and the installation of a new pastor, who ultimately derailed both his 
career and the church, resulted in a difficult period for the congregation. When the 
current pastor arrived, he had to rebuild trust within the congregation, reengineer the 
way the church operated as an organization, and refocus the members on faith and 
mission.  
[Note: The “current pastor” referred to in this case study was reassigned after the 
interviews and is no longer with Highlands UMC.] 
Context of the Church 
Highlands is located in southwestern North Carolina, near the North Carolina, 
Georgia, and South Carolina borders. The town is largely populated by residents who 
live in the city only part of the year. As a result, the congregation of the church 
fluctuates throughout the year, with fulltime members being the minority. Part of 
the Western North Carolina conference (WNCC), Highlands UMC was founded in 1904 
as a result of the joining of two Methodist congregations that had been in 
existence since the 1880s. According to the church’s website, 62 ministers have served 
the Highlands community before and after the merging of the congregations. 
In recent memory, the church enjoyed the leadership of a husband and wife team of 
pastors who were beloved by the congregation and community of Highlands. When 
they left in the mid-2000s, the conference appointed a new pastor who served for a 
little more than a year. During that time, the fabric of the church and the congregation 
was damaged due to the pastor’s lack of attention, availability, and 
consistency. According to the interviewees, these problems resulted from the 
pastor’s turbulent and distracting personal life and a general lack of engagement 
with the day-to-day operations of the church. 


Upon arriving at Highlands in 2008, the current pastor was able to successfully 
navigate both organizational dysfunction and the lack of spiritual guidance 
experienced by the congregation. Eventually things settled down, and the incoming 
pastor was able to significantly improve the trust, effectiveness, and focus on mission. 
Since his arrival, Highlands has become a vibrant and healthy congregation and has 
been chosen as a vital congregation. 
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria  
Using the Towers Watson indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC) 
of the UMC. Highlands UMC ranked in the top 25% on five of the eight indicators of 
vitality. Those five were: 
	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 

	increase in worship attendance over five years; 

	increase in church membership over five years;  

	increase in benevolent giving beyond the local church; and, 

	average professions of faith per member. 

The average weekly attendance of Highlands UMC was reported as 326 in 
the 2013 data provided by the conference. These factors led to Highlands being 
identified as a vital congregation and selected for participation in this study. 
Interviews Conducted 
The pastor, assistant minister, Minister of Music, office manager and Lay Leader from 
Highlands were all interviewed between January and February 2016. The lead 
researcher, Dr. John Bennett, conducted all interviews. Those interviewed included 
•the pastor, who has been serving at Highlands since 2008, came from a city only 
45 minutes away prior to serving this congregation; 
•the assistant pastor, newly appointed to the position, had previously served as 
the Director of Children and Youth Ministries for over 3 years; 


•the Minister of Music, who has been on staff at Highlands for eight years and 
had been present during the previous pastor’s tenure; 
•the office manager, who has been in her post for 16 years; and 
•the Lay Leader, who has been a community member for over 30 years, part of 
the congregation for 25 years, and the Lay Leader for six years. 
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
State of the Congregation and Church upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor 
As mentioned previously, the previous pastor served the Highlands congregation 
for only a year. During that year, the previously tight-knit, trusting, and engaged 
church and congregation fell into a decline. One of the individuals interviewed 
indicated that in that year, “the church went from a really good place, growing 
moving in a positive direction, to disarray.” Another interviewee indicated that “the 
pastor who was here before [the current pastor] came was probably the worst pastor 
I’ve ever seen in my life.”  
The two characteristics that were most often cited for why the church fell into 
disarray during the previous pastor’s tenure were his general absence from church 
life and the related issue of the previous pastor’s personal life interfering with his 
ability to do his job. The vacuum of leadership created an environment where voices 
within the church were not being heard, and competing interests within the church 
were left to figure out differences on their own. After several members left the church 
and a significant number threatened to leave, the previous pastor was moved and the 
current pastor appointed.  
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
Upon his arrival at Highlands UMC, the current pastor faced a church in crisis. The 
congregation was distrustful of the church’s current lay and denominational leaders 
and each other. The message, goals, and direction of the church were inconsistent. The 


current pastor’s last assignment was to a nearby congregation (within an hour’s 
driving distance), so the first year he served at Highlands, members of his previous 
congregation came to Highlands UMC. As a result, attendance within his 
previous congregation fluctuated a great deal.   
The pastor indicated that one of the unique challenges of leading Highlands is the 
nature of the congregation. The conference’s decision to remove the old pastor and 
replace him with the current pastor was a direct result of the church board voting not 
to pay their apportionment to the conference. One interviewee stated, “When [the 
conference] did that, I think Methodism made a mistake . . . the culture then is that 
money is going to dictate the way we do ministry.”  
The church as an organization was also in disarray from a day-to-day functionality 
perspective. No clear method of decision making had been enforced by the previous 
pastor. As one staff member indicated, “the committee system was pretty much in a 
shamble . . . kind of lackadaisical. There was a general sense, I think, of the 
committees that they couldn’t really do anything . . . that the church was sort of frozen 
at a standstill.”  
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback provided 
by those interviewed, the current pastor has been effective at providing a needed 
change at Highlands UMC. While there are a number of positive traits mentioned by 
the interviewees regarding their current pastor, 2 of the 15 Towers Watson 
competencies were mentioned most frequently by the interviewees. (See Table 1, p. 17 
for list of all competencies). These two traits were the pastor’s focus on community 
outreach (number 5) and his preaching ability (number 14). In addition to these 
traits, two themes emerged from the interviews that were not found on the Towers 
Watson list. These include pastor’s availability to congregational members and his 
innovation. Each of these will be discussed in the following sections.  
Towers Watson competencies
A key impact of the pastor’s efforts at the church has been a renewed focus on 
mission. Mission in this context refers to outreach, charity, volunteering, and other 


actions the church can take to help those in need both locally and globally. This focus 
on mission has been extremely effective for several reasons, such as building 
community among the members, as well as focusing energy and effort.  
Upon his arrival, the current pastor faced a divided church. The pastor indicated that 
when he arrived at the church, there was an attitude of money rules all. This attitude 
understandably strained relationships, both within the church community and 
between the church and the conference. This attitude was in direct conflict with that 
of the pastor. By reorienting and reframing the purpose, function, and mission of the 
church, the pastor was able to redefine its culture. Financial giving became a way of 
fulfilling the church’s purpose of serving the surrounding community rather than a 
way to exercise influence.  
The next characteristic of the pastor that contributed to his success is his ability and 
passion for preaching. All but one of those interviewed spoke very highly of his 
preaching prowess, despite the pastor’s assertion that he is “not a public speaker.” One 
church member stated: 
He doesn't stand behind the pulpit; he stands like down in front. He doesn't 
use a manuscript and he relates it to stories of his life or of somebody 
else's life or of another church . . . I think he just connects well with people 
because he makes the scripture very real, and how we can apply it for 
today. 
According to those interviewed, the sermons themselves are well developed and do an 
excellent job of making scripture and doctrine applicable to ordinary everyday 
circumstances and situations. Using stories, the pastor creates a sense that he is 
talking to people, not over them.  Interviewees indicated that one does not need a 
thorough knowledge of scripture, biblical history, or theological doctrine to 
understand and appreciate the message and meaning behind the words. This feeling 
of being talked to is further accomplished by the pastor’s style of preaching. An 
interviewee stated, “He's very down to earth. He has kind of a redneck country 
preacher style about him that a lot of people here really appreciate.” As a result of his 
preaching and leadership ability, he has inspired and mentored others at Highlands 
who have aspirations to preach.  


Additional leadership competencies
In addition to the Towers Watson traits, two factors were identified in the interviews 
that warrant mention. These factors include his accessibility to the congregation and 
his innovation. 
The pastor’s availability is mentioned in every interview and is discussed at length by 
the pastor himself. A pastor’s availability refers to his presence among the 
congregation, both in passive way (keeping an open door) or in an active way (visiting 
the sick) He indicated in several sections of his interview that not only does he “love 
visiting people,” he also views being available to his congregation as one of the most 
important aspects of his role as a pastor. It is clear not only from his words but also 
his deeds that “visitation,” as he calls it, is the core service he provides to his church. 
He travels extensively to provide this support to members of the Highlands 
congregation in need. The pastor stated: 
We're with people in the hospitals. And that's a big deal from 
Highlands, because I go to Atlanta to Greenville to Asheville to Charlotte, 
even into Mississippi and Alabama sometimes because that's where some 
of our people are . . . If you're a local resident who has no money or you're 
a billionaire, we're going to try to be with you. 
Every individual interviewed mentioned the availability of the current pastor. One 
interviewee stated, “I mean he does anything and everything. He'll come and fix your 
garage door, or he'll look at your battery in your car or, you know, just stuff that most 
people wouldn't take the time of day to do.”  
The pastor’s availability has been a primary trait in the rebuilding of the vitality that 
the church currently enjoys. Since the major complaint about the previous pastor was 
his lack of this trait, the current pastor’s enthusiasm, passion, and dedication to 
actively visiting those members in need has directly resulted in a rebuilt trust and 
engagement in the church.  
The pastor also introduced a new, innovative service to bring a non-traditional 
audience to the church. Those interviewed indicated that the church had recently 
implemented a “9:09 Bluegrass Worship Service” that has engaged a broader and 


different group of congregants. This service is held in a different space within the 
church and has a distinctly different format and feel to it. Those interviewed indicated 
that the service has a unique atmosphere for several reasons: different space, 
different music, breakfast provided, and a distinctly relaxed style to the service. The 
service appeals to a broader audience, which has been beneficial to the church. The 
service has bolstered attendance and promoted closer engagement with the message 
and community of the church for those who had previously not been found in any 
church. One interviewee stated: 
We started a new worship service about two years ago, it's a bluegrass-
style service that has grown the church and increased the average 
attendance as a whole for the church and has brought people into the 
church that would not normally ever walk into a church, which has been a 
really cool thing. 
As is clear in this interview excerpt, this innovation has not only expanded and 
engaged the congregation, but it has also energized the church team and staff.  
The vision and implementation of this new service and the intentional style and feel 
are attributed to the current pastor. However, several of those interviewed also 
indicated the relaxed non-traditional service did not appeal to a few current 
congregants. Yet, the pastor was successful in managing this 
conflict. He effectively negotiated differences in culture, lifestyle, and attitude of the 
two audiences and established a church-wide sense of community.  
Current State of the Church 
Highlands UMC has experienced quite a revitalization since the arrival of the current 
pastor. Today, the church’s average attendance has increased, so much so that space 
has become a challenge. One interviewee mentioned, “The building was built for a 
smaller congregation than we have now. We really haven't seen the kind of growth in 
the past as we've seen now, so we're really finding the need to expand.” During the 
time that the interviews were conducted, the church had already broken ground on a 
new expansion, and that instilled a sense of optimism, progress, and pride. Another 
church member stated, “You know we're not building for ourselves we are building 


for the future and when it's the right time God will let it happen. And it's actually 
happening.”  
Currently, the church’s primary struggle is with the nature of Highlands as a 
community. One interviewee referred to Highlands as a “resort town,” 
suggesting that the town struggles with some of the same challenges the church does 
when it comes to community-building and consistency. People that visit for the 
weekend or even folks that visit for the entire summer are temporary residents and 
are inherently less involved, less invested, and less engaged with the church and the 
community. Although the church struggles to get these temporary residents further 
engaged with the church, a significant number attend services during their time in the 
town of Highlands.  
Conclusion 
Highlands UMC has undergone a transformation in the last several years. The 
community had experienced division, mistrust, and anger. During this turbulent time, 
many in the congregation either threatened to leave or left the church. The church’s 
relationship with the conference faltered and things looked rather bleak. However, 
upon the arrival of a new pastor, things turned around. Trust 
was rebuilt, the congregation reengaged and became more vibrant than ever. 
The increase in attendance and successful fundraising efforts has resulted in an 
expansion of the churches facilities. These accomplishments are due to the 
commitment and ability of the current pastor. Through much time and effort, he 
regained the faith, reestablished trust, and refocused the mission of the 
congregation. He has been able to engage a large audience on many different 
levels. A structure and system are now in place that maintains the sustainability of the 
church as an organization and the engagement, trust, and faith of the congressional 
community. This system is supported by the proactive, consistent availability of the 
pastor, a sense of innovation and progress, effective and passionate preaching, and a 
focus on mission.


Holly Springs UMC: Seasons of Change
 
The story of Holly Springs is one of growth and change. Prior to the arrival of the 
current pastor, the church had said goodbye to a pastor who had served for 22 years. 
That pastor was followed by a young female pastor who began the journey of change 
during her approximately four years’ service. With the arrival of the current pastor in 
2014, the church continued to develop under his leadership by developing new 
outreach programs to the community and staying focused on completing a sanctuary 
restoration project. Those interviewed for this study credit this shift to the leadership 
of current pastor, as well as the laity for their commitment to own and grow their 
local church. 
Context of the Church
Holly Springs United Methodist Church (UMC) is located outside of Raleigh in the 
historic downtown district of Holly Springs, North Carolina. Founded over 100 years 
ago, Holly Springs is a member of the North Carolina Conference (NCC). The 
congregation worships in a traditional church, with stain glass windows, that has “that 
old-time, traditional feel of the church with just people as loving and welcoming,” as 
one interviewee explained. The area where Holly Springs is located has experienced 
tremendous growth over the past 15 years. Holly Springs has struggled to mirror this 
growth, while maintaining its hometown and friendly atmosphere. 
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria
Using the Towers Watson’s indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC). Holly 
Springs UMC ranked in the top 25% on five of the eight indicators. Those five were:
	increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage of 

membership; 
	increase in worship attendance over five years;

	increase in membership over five years; 

	increase in benevolent giving as percent of budget; and



	increase in professions of faith per member. 

The conference also provided data on two of the eight drivers of vitality identified by 
Towers Watson (de Wetter et al., 2010). Holly Springs ranked in the in top 25% for both 
drivers:
	Number of small groups as a percentage of average weekly attendance

	Number of children’s programs as a percentage of average weekly attendance

The average weekly attendance of Holly Springs was reported as 191 in the 2013 data 
provided by the conference. These factors led to Holly Springs being identified as a 
vital congregation and selected for participation in this study. 
Interviews Conducted 
     The pastor and three congregational members from Holly Springs were 
interviewed in April 2016. All interviews for Holly Springs were conducted by lead 
researcher, Dr. John Bennett. Those interviewed included 
•the pastor, who had been serving at Holly Springs for close to two years when 
the interview was conducted;
•the Lay Leader, who had been a member of Holly Springs for 12 years;
•the chairperson of the Staff Pastor Parish Relations Committee, who had been a 
church member for five years; and
•a staff member, the Church Administrator, who had been a member since 2012.
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments.
State of the Congregation Upon Arrival of the Current 
Pastor
When asked to describe the church prior to the arrival of the current pastor, 
interviewees described a period of transition. A long-serving pastor retired after 22 
years at Holly Springs, and then a younger, female pastor led the church. Older 
congregation members struggled to adapt to a female pastor. However, her leadership 


began the season of change. The previous pastors had begun to transition volunteer 
roles to paid, part-time staff roles. Additionally, the church had been more inwardly 
focused, having lost their focus on missional work. The pastor explained, “We were 
very good at Bible studying. We were very good at acts of piety, attending services, and 
we had sort of dropped that missional focus in the community.” 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation
Various struggles were mentioned by interviewees, including managing two diverse 
groups of people within the congregation: the older population who have been 
worshipping at Holly Springs for decades and the younger, newer members who were 
more open to change. Additionally, the church was going through a sanctuary 
restoration project that required the current pastor to lead both of these populations 
(older and younger) through a period of change. One interviewee explained this 
tension:
We are still trying to keep the character of the historic part of the building. 
So then we have members who—some of whom have been members since 
they were little children and they are now 80 years old, and they don't 
want anything to change at all. They acknowledge that things need to be 
fixed but they don't want anything to change at all. Then we have other 
people who say well, "If we're going to spend all of this money to fix things, 
shouldn't we make it a little bit bigger and a little bit more inviting 
without losing the character of the historic space that we all love?" That's 
creating tension.
Finally, the current pastor had to handle the growing number of various part-time 
staff roles within the church.  
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback provided 
by those interviewed, the current pastor has been effective at providing an increase of 


vitality at Holly Springs UMC. While there are a number of positive traits mentioned 
by the interviewees regarding their current pastor, there were 2 of the 15 Towers 
Watson competencies mentioned most frequently by the interviewees (See Table 1, p. 
17 for list of all competencies). These traits were his ability to manage the church 
through the sanctuary restoration project and growth of part-time staff (number 9), 
and a focus on mission and outreach (number 5). In addition to these traits, one other 
theme emerged from the interviews that were not found on the Towers Watson list: 
his ability to listen and be receptive to feedback and input from the congregation. 
Each will be discussed in the following sections. 
Towers Watson competencies 
Those interviewed for the case mentioned the current pastor’s ability to manage the 
church as a success trait. One interviewee stated: 
I certainly think that from the church business side, his experience as a 
very successful engineer certainly comes through . . . he’s very good with 
money and budgeting and understanding how the church has to pay for 
the things that it does . . . he has a very good grasp of the finances and . . . 
I've worked with other people who don't and that can become a big 
problem.
The current pastor’s strong management skills are also important as the church 
continues to grow its staff. One congregational member stated that the current pastor 
is “improving the professionalism of the church, as we moved . . . away from 
volunteers into part-time staff . . . We're moving from being a small sort of pastoral led 
church into a small to medium size program church.” 
The current pastor also helped shift the congregation’s focus to one of mission and 
outreach to the community. The pastor explained that shortly after his arrival, “I 
really started pushing our missional focus. We reconnected with the local food 
cupboard. We started sending our youth group on mission trips. We started a 
congregation for children here in partnering with an elementary school.” Another 
member explained, “We have a lot of outreach . . . We have Scouts there—Boy, Cub, 


Girl. We host AA once a week . . . We are fairly engaged in our community.” The 
congregation’s new focus on the community can be credited to the current pastor.  
Additional leadership competencies
In addition to the Towers Watson traits, every congregational member interviewed 
mentioned the pastor’s ability to listen and be open to feedback and input from the 
congregation as a critical leadership competency. The current pastor had to find the 
right balance between the older and newer church members, and his willingness to 
listen to the congregation was an important trait. Because the pastor was called to 
ministry after a successful corporate career, he is confident in who he is and how he 
wants to lead. One member explained:
I think there are times when he listens, but at times he, through prayer, 
decides what he needs to do, and sometimes it may not be what the older 
individual or what the person who's been there a long time wants him to 
do. So, I think she shows you respect, but he also is not willing to concede 
who he is.
Another member stated: 
If anybody sees a need or offers any suggestions of what could be done 
better or differently, or if he's given any insight as to issues or challenges, 
he addresses everything quickly. So, I think he's listening to everybody, and 
I'm sure everybody is giving him a wide variety of feedback depending on 
where they are in their walk or where they are at the church. But he seems 
to just really care about what people are saying, what they're feeling, 
what's important to each congregation member. 
One member said, “He also has been very adept at speaking privately with the thought 
leaders of the church and listening—not just getting people to agree with him but 
listening to them and helping that form his own opinion.” His desire to understand the 
needs of the congregation is important, because once he decides, the congregation 
knows he’s taken their opinions into consideration. One interviewee stated, “I think he 


has been doing a very good job of sort of teasing out from the church what we want to 
do rather than ramming it down our throats.”
Current State of the Church
Holly Springs UMC continues to grow. The skills the current pastor gained in a 
corporate setting has helped the congregation through a challenging growth period. 
He has been key in helping the congregation continue its restoration project. One 
member explained, “He has done a very good job of asking questions and leading 
discussions, not telling us what we should do. So, I think his leadership so far has been 
very good.” Another member stated that the current pastor looks to the Lord and his 
faith as he leads the congregation through this time of change. 
He is very compassionate, and . . . when presented with a problem, he will often, 
instead of just reacting, he will often table a difficult issue, and reflect on it, and look 
into scripture, and look for inspiration and then come back to the problem, and that is, 
I think, excellent, especially for a church going through a time of change.
Additionally, he has helped them develop new ministry programs and grow the 
church staff. One member summed up the current pastor’s influence by stating, “Even 
through all this change we're going through, the fact that it's not tearing our church 
apart has a lot to do with his leadership.”
It is important to note that the laity themselves play a key role in growing the church 
as well. Because UMC pastors can be reassigned to different churches frequently, it is 
equally important for the laity to lead itself. One member explained:
In all honesty, a lot of it I think that the one continuous for all that was the 
laity, and there's some leaders, myself as one of those, who were there the 
entire time, and that's our church so we know . . . that the pastors are not 
appointed for life. So we take our job as trying to nurture and minister to 
the people of our congregation. So I think that is a huge component of the 
growth throughout those three [pastor] changes and where we are today.
Conclusion


Just like the community where it is located, Holly Springs UMC continues to grow and 
develop. According to the pastor, when he arrived, he asked members of the 
community, “What’s [Holly Springs UMC] known for?” And they said, “You're the 
church with the bells. You're the church where Scouts come." Since then, the current 
pastor’s strong management and leadership skills, ability to listen to and influence the 
congregation to unite, and a refocus on mission work played an important role in 
helping the church refocus its identity to be more than just the “church with the bells.”


Light of Christ: A Family Friendly Church
 
The story of Light of Christ Church is one of a fresh start. Prior to the arrival of the 
current pastor, the church had two other pastors during the 16-year period following 
the church’s planting in 1999. With the arrival of the current pastor in 2012, Light 
of Christ experienced a change in leadership that taught the congregation 
how a church can be your family. Those interviewed for this study credit this fresh 
start to their current pastor’s ability to create positive personal 
relationships, empower others, embrace diversity and inclusivity, use 
solid management skills, and commit to mission outreach.  
Context of the Church  
In 1999, Light of Christ United Methodist Church was planted in the south Charlotte, 
North Carolina, area of Ballantyne from Matthews United Methodist, a mother church 
located close by in Matthews, North Carolina. The founding pastor of Light of 
Christ was a woman who was the Associate Pastor at Matthews United 
Methodist. Planted in the early stages of the area’s development, Light of Christ was 
the first contemporary church located in Ballantyne. Today, there are a number 
of mega-churches located in close proximity to Light of Christ, including Elevation 
Church. Light of Christ Church is a member of the Western North Carolina conference 
(WNCC). The current pastor took over leadership of the church in an off-cycle 
appointment in 2012. All the lay leaders interviewed for this study described 
seeing positive changes in the congregation under the leadership of the current 
pastor.  
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria 
Using the Towers Watson indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC) 
of the UMC. Light of Christ Church ranked in the top 25% on four of the 
eight indicators of vitality. Those four were 
	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 



	an increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage 

of membership;         
	five-year growth in membership; and 

	growth in financial giving beyond local church.  

The average weekly attendance of Light of Christ Church was reported as 161 in the 
2013 data provided by the conference. These factors led to Light of Christ Church 
being identified as a vital congregation and selected for participation in this study.  
Interviews Conducted  
The pastor and four lay leaders from Light of Christ Church were interviewed 
between November 2015 and September 2016. All interviews for Light of Christ 
Church were conducted by the lead researcher, Dr. John Bennett. Those interviewed 
included:
•the pastor, who had been serving at Light Christ Church for three years when 
the interview was conducted; 
•the church Treasurer, who had been a church member for 11 years;  
•a founding member and Church Leader, who had been a church member for 16 
years; 
•a church volunteer, who had been a church member for 8 years; and  
•the Church Council Chair, who had been a member of the church for 16 years.  
To maintain confidentiality, the following text contains direct quotes that are not 
attributed to specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
State of the Congregation and Church Upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor  
When asked to describe the church prior to the arrival of the current pastor, 
interviewees described a church ready for a change. While several of the church 
members interviewed for this study made positive comments about the previous 
pastor, most of the interviewees described the church as needing something new. One 


church member stated, “I think we needed something fresh, something new in 
leadership . . . I think what a lot of members of the church saw that when our current 
pastor came in . . . I think she just brought something fresh to Light of Christ and that 
was exciting to all of us and we're so blessed to have her.”  
Another interviewee offered a different viewpoint when describing what she 
observed prior to the new pastor’s arrival when stating, “I know some people were 
even cautious about having a female pastor . . . I think she was kind of cautious and 
kind of feeling the waters. So, it felt like just . . . people were just kind of testing the 
waters. What is this gonna be like? It wasn't a negative environment, but it wasn't real 
positive. It was just ‘let's wait and see.’” 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation  
Upon her arrival at Light of Christ Church, the current pastor inherited a church that 
had a lot of positive things going on but in need of a change. During the interview, she 
shared some of the context of the church, including her feeling that the church was 
suffering from “self-esteem” issues due to being surrounded by mega churches and 
the negative impact of losing a previous pastor due to a derailment several 
years earlier. She also talked about the church’s ability to persevere:  
I was amazed by some of the changes that we were able to make very 
quickly . . .  the Church Council was 22 people or something. In my former 
church, we had had a what we called a Leadership Team, which was a 
sub-group of the Church Council that met regularly, so we could truly be 
more about leadership rather than just reporting . . . I mentioned in the 
meeting that we might want to go to that model one day, and they 
approved it and wanted it to be the case the next month.  
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback provided 
by those interviewed, the current pastor has been effective at providing the needed 


change at Light of Christ Church. While there are a number of positive traits 
mentioned by the interviewees regarding their current pastor, there were 3 of the 15 
Towers Watson competencies mentioned most frequently by the interviewees (See 
Table 1, p. 17 for list of all competencies). These traits were her empowerment of the 
congregation (number 3), management of the church (number 9), and her focus on 
mission and outreach (number 5). In addition to these traits, two themes emerged 
from the interviews that were not found on the Towers Watson list. These include her 
inclusiveness and interpersonal skills. Each will be discussed in the sections below.    
Towers Watson competencies
Empowerment and management ability were frequently mentioned by those 
interviewed. One church member commented on the positive impact of the pastor 
empowering others in the church. “She decided that her time would best be 
spent . . . letting lay people lead, and there are qualified people to do it . . . I think she 
made the right decision, in hindsight. I disagreed with her first. But as I look at it, she 
has made a very good use of her time.”  
Several interviewees talked about the pastor’s management skills, including this 
statement by one church member: 
She did change the executive structure when she came in. Instead of 
the Charge Conference meeting four to six times a year, she basically 
created a leadership team that wasn't the Church Council or Charge 
Conference, it was the paid staff and selected ministry leaders . . . she 
makes this family and church a little more available for phone calls, and 
emails, and texts when she's off-duty. So, a little more flexible in that 
regard.  
Mission outreach was another trait mentioned frequently. Several interviewees 
commented on this characteristic, including one who stated, “And the mission part is 
huge. Obviously, she believes in it. She believes in the church as her mission field. And 
then just going out into the community. It's almost like a parent with a child. We just 
follow in her footsteps and find a lot of joy in any kind of mission work in the 
community as well.”  


Additional leadership competencies 
In addition to the Towers Watson traits, two new factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. These factors include her ability to relate to and 
attract different types of congregants and her interpersonal skills. 
Several of the interviewees mentioned the pastor’s ability to attract and accept diverse 
people into the church. One church member had this to say about the pastor’s 
approach to inclusivity of church attendees:  
She seems to encourage and attract anyone and everyone, whether they 
may have issues in their life that are not generally accepted. She’s more 
open to people who are hurting and questioning, more open to same-sex 
couples . . .  But, our current pastor is just opened to anyone and everyone, 
no matter—come as they are—and encouraging. Not just allowing or 
letting it happen, encouraging every single person. Welcome and 
encouraged, not just allow to show up. So that’s a major difference. 
So, diversity of the church has increased. 
The current pastor’s interpersonal skills and ability to create a sense of family within 
the church was expressed as a positive change over the previous pastor’s 
approach. One interviewee commented on the change:  
Well, just to compare it to see how it was different is, I think, a lot of our 
focus previously was just about the sermon. And it was great, but then the 
rest of the week, we didn't really see or hear from the pastor, and I’m not 
just putting that on him, but just in general, we maybe didn't interact with 
each other. But our current pastor immediately makes you feel that you 
are her family and that you do matter, and she will call you anytime she 
knows something's going on, good or bad, and kind of encourages you to 
do the same thing. 
Another church member added, “And she just has a very—just a great approach with 
people. She's very much considerate, and just really tries very hard to connect with 
people and find out what they're thinking about and what they want.” The pastor’s 


positivity was frequently mentioned by the interviewees. One interviewee stated, “I 
think it's maybe more sincere, maybe kind. I’m kind of at a lost for description there, 
but I think that more than anything sincere might be the best word.” Another 
added, “But I must say that she is positive, and that's me, too. It is what it is. Now let's 
take lemons and make lemonade.” One church member summed up her positive and 
open personality by saying, “She’s just a very open friendly kind of pastor that you 
really want to come back and see, or you can't wait until next Sunday.” 
Current State of the Church 
Light of Christ Church has experienced a fresh start since the arrival of the 
current pastor five years ago. The current state of the church reflects the skills, 
abilities, and influence of the current pastor in numerous ways. One interviewee 
made the following comments that may best describe the current state of the church:  
I feel like the church is more vibrant than ever, more so than when our previous 
pastor was here. I think that, especially for myself—and I see it in others—I think that 
we have learned that church can be a lot more than what it was before . . . our 
pastor has very much taught us how a church can be your family. 
Conclusion  
While the story of Light of Christ Church began over 18 years ago, the present-day 
narrative that best describes this church is one of a fresh start. Impacted by the 
growth of mega-churches surrounding the church and self-esteem issues created by 
the derailment of a previous pastor, the congregation of Light of Christ Church has 
persevered under the positive leadership of their current pastor. As described by the 
church members interviewed for this study, their current pastor’s many gifts, skills, 
and abilities have guided the church to write a new chapter in the story of Light of 
Christ Church.


Magnolia UMC: Heeding the Call
 
The ancient Greek poet, Hesiod, wrote, “The best is he who calls men to the best. And 
those who heed the call are also blessed. But worthless who call not, heed not, but 
rest.” In the interviews conducted with the pastor and members of Magnolia United 
Methodist Church (UMC), they all speak to answering the call—the call to ministry, the 
call to engage and improve their community, the call to be better together. As a result, 
Magnolia UMC is a thriving, diverse and welcoming congregation. Members of 
Magnolia credit their current pastor with reenergizing the church after answering the 
call to the pulpit more than five years ago. 
Context of the Church 
Magnolia UMC is a member of the North Carolina Conference (NCC) and is located in 
Magnolia, North Carolina, approximately one hour north of Wilmington. The town of 
Magnolia is primarily a farming community. The church traces its roots back to the 
beginning of Methodism in North Carolina, and records indicate it was moved to its 
current site in 1905 (Pickett Smith, 2011). The church has a history of growth, despite 
the congregation’s small numbers. As one interviewee stated, they are, “fairly small in 
number, but got a big faithful group.” 
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria 
Using the Towers Watson’s indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC). Magnolia 
UMC ranked in the top 25% on five of the eight indicators. Those five were: 
	increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage of 

membership; 
	increase in worship attendance over five years; 

	increase in membership over five years; 

	increase in the average professions of faith per member; and, 

	increase in annual giving per attendee over five years. 



The average weekly attendance of Magnolia was reported as 48 in the 2013 date 
provided by the conference. The conference also provided data on two of the eight 
drivers of vitality identified by Towers Watson (de Wetter et al., 2010). Magnolia 
ranked in the in top 25% for both drivers: 
	Number of small groups as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

	Number of children’s programs as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

These factors led to Magnolia UMC being identified as a vital congregation and 
selected for participation in this study. 
Interviews Conducted 
The pastor and two congregational members from Magnolia were interviewed 
between October 2015 and August 2016. All interviews for Magnolia UMC were 
conducted by lead researcher, Dr. John Bennett. Those interviewed included 
•the pastor, who had been serving in that role at Magnolia for approximately 6 
years when the interview was conducted, and had been involved in the church 
for over 10 years as a member and volunteer prior to becoming pastor; 
•the member of Magnolia UMC who had been worshipping at the church for over 
25 years; and 
•the chairperson of the Trustee Board, who has been a life-long member of the 
church. 
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments.
State of the Congregation Upon Arrival of the Current 
Pastor 
Interviewees described a period of stability before the arrival of the current pastor. 
The previous pastor had served at Magnolia for more than eight years and was 
retiring. The church had been involved in some missions, such as flood relief when 
Hurricane Floyd damaged the area. The members mentioned that most of the 
congregation had been “the same group of people” doing the work of the church 


before the current pastor arrived. Towards the end of the previous pastor’s tenure, the 
congregation stepped in to keep the church running. Additionally, the church was 
financially struggling. One member said, “By the time [the previous pastor] left, we 
were barely meeting the budget. We had small reserves that we were pulling out of 
and shifting money around to keep the church going . . . we just didn't know what was 
going to happen.” 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
When asked to describe the challenges faced by the pastor, both members mentioned 
the need for new volunteers to help the church achieve its mission. One member said, 
“We have been basically the same group of people forever.” As a result, the church 
found itself doing the same things year after year with the same group of people 
making the same kinds of decisions. The current pastor took the opportunity to 
change this situation. He stated, “I’m working with my Nominations Committee to try 
to get some stalwarts that’s been there forever out of these chairs and get some new 
blood, some new thinking.” 
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
Both Magnolia UMC members who were interviewed had a high opinion of their 
current pastor. While there are a number of positive traits mentioned by the 
interviewees regarding their current pastor, there was 1 of the 15 Towers Watson 
competencies mentioned most frequently by the interviewees. This was how he 
encourages the congregation to reach out into the community, which helped to bring a 
more diverse population into the church (number 5). In addition to this trait, two 
other themes emerged from the interviews that were not found on the Towers Watson 
list (See Table 1, p. 17 for list of all competencies). These themes include his authentic 
nature and people skills and how his passion as a pastor is a result of how he 
responded to the call of ministry and. Each of these traits will be discussed in the 
following sections.
Towers Watson competencies


The current pastor is described by members using phrases like “spirit-fueled,” “very 
spiritual,” and “very giving.” These phrases describe his current pastor’s heart as he 
encourages the congregation to reach outside the walls of the church to the people in 
their community. The pastor’s willingness to help those who are less fortunate and 
those who are suffering was another trait mentioned by all those interviewed. The 
pastor touches the lives of both individuals and communities. Multiple stories were 
told about the pastor helping individuals struggling with addiction and a man who 
showed up at the church door at 8:30 p.m. wanting to speak to the pastor. The current 
pastor helped these individuals without fail and with joy in his heart. He also worked 
with the congregation to unite church members with the African-Americans and 
Latinos who live near the church. He put up a basketball goal in the church parking 
lot and encouraged the young men to play. This one act created a chain reaction. The 
pastor described, “And the minute I put [the basketball goal] up, it changed things. It 
was so radical.” The pastor continued, “Our black brothers and sisters we’ve had for 
eight or nine months coming together in our community and building a Fun Day with 
Latinos and a basketball tournament with everybody and coming to our church for 
praise and worship on Saturday at 5:00 and supper at 6:00.” One member contributed 
this focus on mission to the current pastor by stating, “He is called to outreach to 
people; he just really is.” 
Additional leadership competencies
There were two additional themes mentioned by all those interviewed including how 
the pastor responded to the call to minister and his authentic love of people. Both of 
these will be discussed below. 
All of those interviewed for this study mentioned the current pastor’s path to ministry. 
After a successful career as a local businessman, the pastor was called to the ministry 
when the previous pastor retired. One member explained, “[He] was called to preach. 
I'm telling you that 80% of the people in that church knew that [he] was going to be a 
pastor before he ever knew that.” One interviewee told the story of how the current 
pastor became their pastor. When the church found out the previous pastor was 
retiring, a member and the current pastor drove to see the District Superintendent 
(DS). The story continued: 


We'd gone through a few minutes of questions and finally I stopped him. I 
said, "Before we go any further," I said, "there's a question that I need to 
ask, and I think right now's the time to ask it." And I turned to [him] and I 
said, "Have you ever considered becoming a Methodist pastor?" And he 
said, "Well, as a matter of fact I have." I said, "Have you talked to [your 
wife] about it?" . . . He said, "As a matter of fact, we've discussed it." And I 
said, "And she was okay with it?" And he said, "Yeah, she would be." 
The DS took over after that and helped the future pastor figure out how to begin his 
education and work towards his ordination. This history is important because 
understanding how the current pastor came into ministry informs how he leads the 
congregation now. One member explained, “I think just being such a strong Christian, 
being called to preach by the Lord, having the heart for all these people, for people 
that are suffering around us. I think that's been the key . . . [and] is the reason our 
church has been successful.” A church member explained, “He is just the real deal. I 
wish we had many more pulpits filled with people like [him].” The pastor himself 
summed it up by saying, “I think it’s not so much what I do, but what I allow the Holy 
Spirit to do through me.” 
The pastor’s authentic love of his fellow humans was another theme that was 
mentioned by all interviewees. As mentioned previously, the pastor’s love for, and his 
desire to aid, others has driven his commitment to the surrounding community, and 
therefore encouraged congregational members to think outside the walls of their local 
church. One member stated, “I think Jerry has heart, he's called to preach, he knows 
the Bible . . . I think the calling and the heart and wanting to help people is the reason 
our church has been successful.” Another member stated, “[Our community outreach] 
has kind of come from a love that Jerry has had. It's just something that he's called—
he is called to outreach to people, he just really is.” The pastor’s interpersonal skills 
and authentic nature draw people to his as one member explained, “He's very 
approachable . . . So, I really think that has made him like he is, because he's 
approachable to these people . . . that are in need.” 
Current State of the Church 


The current state of Magnolia UMC shows the influence of the current pastor in 
multiple ways, each of which builds upon the other. First, the church is more focused 
on its mission of helping those outside the church. Second, because the current pastor 
is focused on the surrounding community, the make-up of the congregation has 
become more diversified. Finally, due to the changes the current pastor has instituted, 
the congregation is more engaged and excited about their church and the work they 
are doing. 
As previously mentioned, the pastor engaged their local community by putting up the 
basketball goal and creating a Community Fun Day. The pastor has also preached at 
the local African American church and invited the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 
Zion pastor to preach at Magnolia. He said, “I preach in their churches now, and they 
preach in mine. And we do that right often. And we’re beginning to share some 
common ground and, realizing that, ‘Hey, we’re all the same DNA and we have the 
same Father.’” Working to unite the surrounding community is not the only outreach 
the current pastor has encouraged. The church sends money to an addiction recovery 
program called Alpha and Omega. They are also involved in the Celebrate Recovery 
program. The church hosts a food pantry and supports the Methodist Home for 
Children. Another interviewee stated, “I feel we have done more as far as outreaching 
to the community and to the minorities more than we did [before the current pastor 
arrived] . . . he has brought that passion to us and made us aware of it more.” Due to 
the engagement with their local community, the racial make-up of the congregation is 
more diverse. When asked if the racial diversity of the congregation had changed 
since the arrival of the current pastor, one interviewee stated: 
We do have the black neighborhood [near the church]. They have started 
coming in the last year or so with us and worshiping with us. We had one 
lady, Miss Lewis, who kind of is one of the first one's that stepped forward 
from next door and started coming. Then her family, some of her 
daughters and different ones came. 
Ultimately, these changes have increased the engagement of Magnolia’s congregation. 
One interview stated, “Well, it is just so wonderful, we have so many things going on.” 
Another interviewee said, “We're a very close church and we all pitch and help. Like I 


said we just think more of the others. We try to work together to get things 
accomplished better.” 
Conclusion 
If we recall the quote by Hesiod, “Those who heed the call are also blessed,” the pastor 
and congregation of Magnolia UMC are blessed. Their passion for ministry and 
mission was a focal point for Magnolia, and, as a result, increased the congregation’s 
engagement and the church’s vitality. The church has seen an increase in attendance 
and giving and is positioned to continue to help those in need, whether through 
formal programs and missions, or through one-on-one personal connections, for years 
to come.


Massey’s Chapel UMC: Reaching Beyond
 
Massey’s Chapel United Methodist Church (UMC) was founded by the Massey family 
before the Civil War and has served the family and the community for generations. 
The recent story of this congregation is one of revitalization. Just a few years ago, the 
church was at risk of having to close its doors because membership and attendance 
had dropped so low. The current pastor has led the congregation through a period of 
growth and revitalization. Those interviewed credit her joy and passion for the church 
and her leadership in building community for this revitalization. A congregation that 
was, just a few years ago, made up of almost exclusively members of the Massey 
family has grown into a diverse, active, and inviting extended family of faith. 
Context of the Church 
Located in South Durham, Massey’s Chapel UMC is part of the North Carolina 
Conference (NCC). Members of the Massey family have been active members of the 
church since its founding in 1855, and there are currently five generations of the 
family attending Massey’s Chapel. The Pastor describes the church as “family owned 
and operated.” 
Over the life of the church, the geographic area has transitioned from rural to more 
densely populated. The land that was once the Massey family farm is now the location 
of one of the area’s largest shopping malls. According to the pastor, the surrounding 
community is very ethnically diverse.   
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria  
Using the Towers Watson’s indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC). Massey’s 
Chapel UMC ranked in the top 25% on five of the eight indicators of vitality. Those five 
were: 
	average church attendance as a percentage of membership; 

	average worship increase over five years; 

	upward change in membership over five years; 



	average professions of faith per member; and 

	average giving per attendee. 

The conference also provided data on two of the eight drivers of vitality identified by 
Towers Watson (de Wetter et al., 2010). Massey’s Chapel ranked in the in top 25% for 
both drivers: 
	Number of small groups as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

	Number of children’s programs as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

The average weekly attendance of Massey’s Chapel was reported a 55 in the 2013 data 
provided by the conference. These factors led to Massey’s Chapel being identified as 
a vital congregation and selected for participation in this study. 
Interviews Conducted 
The pastor and three lay leaders from Massey’s Chapel were interviewed between 
October and December of 2015. A member of the research team conducted all 
interviews after being trained on the interview protocol by the lead researcher, Dr. 
John Bennett. Those interviewed included 
•the pastor, who had been serving at Massey’s Chapel for three and a half years 
when the interview was conducted;  
•the Chairperson of the Administrative Board (Board Chair), who had been a 
church member for 21 years and had served as Board Chair for approximately 
15 years; 
•the Treasurer, who had been a church member for 12 years and had held 
various leadership positions in the church for the past 5 years; and 
•a Lay Leader, who had been a church member for three years and a lay leader 
for one year. 
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 


State of the Congregation and Church Upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor 
When the current pastor was appointed to Massey’s Chapel, she said “the District 
Superintendent had told me I was probably going to a church with the possibility of 
closing the doors for good.” At that time, almost all the attendees were members for 
the Massey Family. “[On] my first Sunday, [we] had 28 people, and all but 4 of them 
were related to each other.” 
One interviewee explained the situation before the current pastor arrived: “There was 
a lot of turnover in the years before [the current pastor] arrived, and I think the 
combination of the turnover and some very lackluster, uninspiring ministers . . . we 
were definitely losing people.” Despite the congregation’s low numbers, those 
interviewed described the atmosphere as one of closeness. “I mean, I felt that I was 
family from the very first day that I walked into that building,” said one congregation 
member. Another interviewee stated that she joined Massey’s Chapel because of “the 
kindness and the caring that was being shown to me by that church.” 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor 
and Congregation 
Low attendance and membership were the biggest challenges facing the church when 
the current pastor arrived. Despite the welcoming nature of the congregation, 
the pastor stated that “they were invitational, but they had just given up inviting 
because they honestly felt threatened that their doors might close.” One 
interviewee reflected that, during the years before the current pastor, she had begun 
to question whether she should continue to attend.  
Characteristics and Traits of 
the Pastor That Have Impacted the Congregation 
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback provided 
by those interviewed, the current pastor has been effective at providing a needed 
change at Massey’s Chapel UMC. While there are a number of positive traits 
mentioned by the interviewees regarding their current pastor, there were 2 of the 15 
Towers Watson competencies mentioned most frequently by the interviewees (See 


Table 1, p. 17 for list of all competencies). These traits were her empowerment of the 
congregation (number 3) and her inspirational preaching (number 14).  In addition 
to these traits, a number of other themes emerged from the interviews that were not 
found on the Towers Watson list. Each of these will be discussed in the following 
sections. 
Towers Watson competencies
The pastor’s ability to empower others was mentioned by two members of the 
congregation interviewed for the case. This empowerment takes on the quality of 
gentle guiding and encouragement, but rarely directing. The members describe this by 
saying, “she will guide you, get you to understand” and “she will let us make most of 
the decisions concerning the church.” Her encouragement was portrayed as “she has 
the type of personality that . . . makes you want to try and do better and try to help 
people more.” The pastor fosters and encourages activities and interests that emerge 
from the congregation. One person described the results of this encouragement 
by saying, “I think she has just led us in that direction. I think she's seen some . . . 
people that want to do something and she lets them go do it and then it becomes an 
organized function and sooner or later it breaks out of the church and goes beyond 
the church.” 
All three members identified preaching as an important strength of the pastor.  “She's 
a very good speaker . . . her sermons are interesting . . . they catch you. She's a very 
good storyteller,” said one interviewee. Another member said, “I really enjoyed her 
ministry, her sermons.” And the third person mentioned, “Her sermons are very 
good.  They're well prepared.  The services generally are very inclusive.”  
Additional leadership competencies 
In addition to the two Towers Watson traits, several new factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. These include the pastor’s passion and joy in her 
ministry and the ways she has encouraged the sense of community within the 
congregation, her devotion to acceptance and inclusion of all people, her 
interpersonal and communication skills, her availability, and her focus on the young 
members of the church. 


Two success factors were consistently mentioned in all the interviews: the pastor’s 
passion and joy, and the sense of community within the congregation she has 
nurtured. As one church member described, “It's not just the growth of the church, it's 
the growth in . . . regular attendance in the church that is definitely due to [the 
current pastor] and her . . . joyfulness . . . just her ability to . . . bring us together closer 
as a congregation.” Others interviewed highlight the fact that the pastor works far 
more than the quarter-time for which she was hired. The pastor described herself 
as, “I just have a passion for God's people. I just always have.” Phrases like “joy filled” 
and “magnetism” were used to describe her. The pastor attributed this joy to her faith. 
She said, “Faith is joyful, and I had one woman that said she's just never known a 
pastor that laughed. That grieves me because my faith is something of joy.”  
The strong sense of community among the members of Massey’s Chapel was described 
throughout the interviews and by all interviewees. The pastor described her early 
days at the church as “a family reunion” because the members, mostly Massey family 
members at that time, were drawn back to the little church every week to be together. 
In two interviews with members of the congregation, there were descriptions of 
the “Exchange of the Peace” during the church services. It was described 
as lasting three to five minutes while people walk around shaking hands and hugging 
each other. The pastor contrasted that with her experience serving in a much larger 
church in which this Exchange of the Peace was a formality engaged in with only 
those sitting next to each other. The pastor also discussed that the whole congregation 
wanted to receive communion at one time at the altar rail. She shared that, as the 
church grew, they finally had to start coming in groups because “my arms are too 
short; I couldn't reach back three layers deep.” One member described the 
congregation as, “We enjoy being around each other. We enjoy working with each 
other. We enjoy spreading what we have with others even outside the church.” This 
sense of community was present when the pastor arrived at Massey’s Chapel, and she 
has been careful to cultivate and sustain it as the congregation has grown. Because of 
the long history of the Massey Family within the church, this growth could have been 
threatening to the existing members or exclusionary to the new members; however, 
the pastor was conscious of this dynamic and worked hard to make new people feel 
included, while honoring the history of the long-time members. One person said of 
new members, “We honor them and . . . they participate with us in leadership of the 


church . . . she makes it known that everyone can participate in church activities and 
leadership.” This appears to be a critical factor in the growth and vitality of the 
congregation. 
Acceptance and inclusion are important factors that support the growth 
and community at Massey’s Chapel. Before entering ministry, the Pastor worked as a 
special education teacher. She credited this experience with allowing her to accept 
everyone she meets and to adapt her approach accordingly. As mentioned earlier, 
inclusion was important to overcoming the dynamic created by the long history of 
Massey family involvement in the namesake church. Inclusion and acceptance of 
racial diversity has also been important due to the demographics of the surrounding 
community. As the pastor described, “we have African-Americans, we have 
Hispanics, [and] we have Native Americans. We have, let me see, Pacific Rim, we have 
a whole lot of white people . . . it's so inclusive. Our church reflects the community 
around it.”  
The pastor’s interpersonal skills were also highlighted. One member described the 
pastor as “a type of minister that cares about her flock.” The pastor quickly recognized 
the congregation “felt no one was listening to them in the church anymore. And I don't 
ever want anybody to feel that way in a church.” She also mentioned her ability to 
adapt her approach to the variety of individuals in the congregation. “I have people 
that work at the Duke Med Center, so we've got PhDs. I've got a clergy UMC Elder in 
my community of faith. And then I have people that didn't finish high school. Or I 
have an older gentleman that just got his GED since I've been at this church. And 
meeting the needs of both groups requires that what happens in and through ‘church’ 
isn't about intellect, it's about heart.” 
Communication has been critical to the community building that has occurred at 
Massey’s Chapel. The pastor initiated a church newsletter that was mentioned in the 
interviews. Another member discussed the fact that the pastor sends hand-written 
notes when new people visit the church or when members have not been to church 
for a few weeks. For this pastor, communication always comes with a personal touch. 
One interviewee stated, “She's very engaged with all of us. She sends notes, makes 
phone calls, you know, those few days after service. When we do prayers and 


concerns . . . she always follows up with people to make sure they're doing okay. If 
people aren't at church, she sends notes.” 
Pastoral care and availability were discussed in the interviews, which was 
especially meaningful given that the pastor’s appointment is a quarter-time position. 
One member said, “She is a 24/7 minister . . . The woman has a ringtone on her iPhone 
that she knows is a member from Massey’s Chapel . . . she’s not one of these ministers, 
which I have run across, that when 12 o’clock comes, I’m leaving.” Interviewees 
mentioned that “she's available 24 hours a day, seven days a week” and that she was 
very empathetic when a member of the church passed away just after she joined the 
church. The pastor feels strongly about being available for her congregation. She said, 
“When somebody calls and is crying and you say, ‘I'm sorry, Thursday's my day off.’… 
I really can't do that.” 
One final factor that was mentioned was a focus on youth. The pastor added a 
children’s time to the worship service and interviewees mentioned her skill at relating 
to the children on their level. The pastor related, “I had one woman say . . . ‘You know, 
my kids love their pastor. And they never even knew what a pastor was before you 
came.’” One church member said, “I love to . . . listen to her talk to the children . . . 
because she will tie our sermon into children’s time that they can understand.  She has 
a wonderful way of connecting with children on their level.”  
The pastor brought numerous skills and traits to Massey’s Chapel and has used them 
all in the service of growing and building community and connection between people, 
whether they are new to the church or have attended their whole lives. 
Current State of the Church 
In the three-and-a-half years since the current pastor arrived at Massey’s Chapel, the 
church has grown in attendance. In contrast to the 28 attendees on her first Sunday, 
the pastor described the current attendance as “anywhere between 65 and 85, and 
quite frankly we are at critical mass . . . the church is considering moving to two 
services, but [with] its strong sense of community and family, they all want to be 
together at one service.” The pastor related that, due to its recent growth, the church 
needed more parking, so they built a fence at the edge of the cemetery and expanded 


parking to the fence. She pointed out the clear metaphor of not allowing the past 
to hold them back from the future they envision. 
The church has begun engaging in new activities. One interviewee stated that “our 
Bible study has started, and it’s been very well attended, and so I can see it’s the same 
church family that I started with, but there has been growth and more people have 
extended leadership in ways that they had gifts to give to the church.” Another alluded 
to the pastor’s impact by saying that the church is now “a very involved and active 
congregation and we are very joyful.” According to the pastor, the decisions to engage 
in new activities was very intentional. She stated, “We have 
evaluated past missional activities and outreached to new missions. We are doing 
missions that are appropriate for these people. We've had to reevaluate that.” One 
church leader summarized the increases in vitality at Massey’s Chapel as “two 
primary things: the growth of the church and the growth of individuals within the 
church participating in organizations outside the church.” 
Conclusion 
The story of Massey’s Chapel UMC is one of rebirth. The church has begun attracting 
new people and is again nurturing its members and reaching out into the 
community. The pastor’s passion for ministry fueled this fire, and her skill in building 
and sustaining community has made it a place that feels like family to its 
members. These two factors and others, such as inclusion, communication, preaching, 
and empathy, have transformed Massey’s Chapel from a small, waning congregation 
into a growing, thriving church with a bright future.


Mount Zion UMC: In It for the Long Haul
 
Founded more than 200 years ago, the story of Mount Zion United Methodist Church 
(UMC) is one of longevity and endurance. Prior to the arrival of the current pastor, the 
church was led by a pastor whose leadership approach was described by some 
participants in this study as “hands off.” The church experienced new 
leadership when the current pastor arrived in 2007, resulting in a spiritual rekindling 
for members of the congregation. Those interviewed for this study credit this 
rekindling to their current pastor, specifically related to his high level 
of personal involvement with the church, preaching skills, willingness to be 
available to church members, developing church members, and focus on 
youth participation within the church.  
Context of the Church  
Mount Zion UMC is more than 205 years old. The church has been a family, 
rural, and community church for most of its existence. Approximately 30 years ago, 
the church began to grow as the community around it grew. Today, the church is not 
actually part of an incorporated town but is considered part of Johnston 
County, located approximately 10 miles south of the I-440 belt line around Raleigh, 
North Carolina. Due to the growth occurring in the surrounding area, the church 
recognizes there is an opportunity to grow along with it. Mount Zion UMC is a member 
of the North Carolina Conference (NCC). The current pastor offers 
three worship services every Sunday morning and adds a fourth during the summer 
months. All individuals interviewed for this study described seeing positive 
changes under the leadership of the current pastor.  
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria 
Using the Towers Watson’s indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC). Mount 
Zion UMC ranked in the top 25% on five of the eight Indicators of Vitality. 
Those five were 
	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 



	increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage 

of membership;         
	increase in worship attendance over five years; 

	increase in church membership over five years; and 

	average professions of faith per member.  

The conference also provided data on two of the eight drivers of vitality identified by 
Towers Watson (de Wetter et al., 2010). Mount Zion UMC Church ranked in the in top 
25% for both drivers: 
	Number of small groups as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

	Number of children’s programs as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

The average weekly attendance of Mount Zion UMC is 384, as reported in the 2013 
data provided by the conference. These factors led to Mount Zion UMC being 
identified as a vital congregation and selected for participation in this study.  
Interviews Conducted  
The pastor and four lay leaders from Mount Zion UMC were interviewed during the 
months of March and April 2016. All interviews for Mount Zion UMC were conducted 
by the lead researcher, Dr. John Bennett. Those interviewed included 
•the pastor, who had been serving at Mount Zion for nine years when the 
interview was conducted; 
•The Youth Ministry Leader, who had been a church member for four years;  
•The Lay Leader, who had been a church member for 20 years;  
•A Sunday School teacher, who had been a church member for 18 years; and 
•A church volunteer, who had been a church member for four years.  
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 


State of the Congregation and Church Upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor  
When asked to describe the church prior to the arrival of the current pastor, 
interviewees described a church suffering from a number of 
issues, including financial pressures, uninspired leadership and declining 
membership. One church member commented, “When he arrived . . . membership 
was down. We were not growing . . . there were a lot of issues. The previous pastor 
was not a good fit for the congregation . . . there were some fairly significant issues.”  
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation  
Upon his arrival at Mount Zion, the current pastor inherited a church with multiple 
challenges: insufficient funds, significant conflict among church leaders, and a 
congregation suffering from spiritual hunger. He described some of the challenges:  
There was a feeling of almost depression on the congregation here. There 
had been a change of pastors after the construction of a 
new sanctuary. There was some significant debt on it. The pastor 
who preceded me was not particularly well received. I think the growth 
stagnated. The tone of worship it became—lost excitement. The tone of 
worship matched the feeling of the congregation. There was not a sense of 
excitement or inspiration or challenge or mission. I think that that 
affected everything. 
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback provided 
by those interviewed, the current pastor has been effective at providing a needed 
change at Mount Zion UMC. While there are a number of positive traits mentioned by 
the interviewees regarding their current pastor, there were 2 of the 15 Towers Watson 
competencies mentioned most frequently by the interviewees (See Table 1, p. 17 for 
list of all competencies). These two traits were the pastor’s preaching skills (number 


14), and his focus on developing lay leaders and congregational members (number 
4). In addition to these two traits, other themes emerged from the interviews that 
were not found on the Towers Watson list. Each of these will be discussed in the 
following sections.  
Towers Watson competencies
The pastor’s focus on developing, coaching, and mentoring lay leaders and others in 
the congregation to improve performance was a key characteristic mentioned. His 
ability to recognize, encourage, and support the potential in others were highlighted 
in this interviewee statement: “He really has the ability to find what other people's 
strengths are and rather than trying to do it all himself, he's really about building 
community.” Another church member, when describing a connection between their 
pastor’s ability to develop others and church growth, commented, “And that has really 
contributed to the growth of the church, I think, in that he has utilized the skills of the 
other pastors.”  
His ability to engage and inspire the congregation through preaching was 
another pastoral characteristic frequently mentioned by interviewees. One church 
member described it as a strength of their current pastor by stating, “Well, I was 
immediately attracted to his preaching, which I guess I would describe more as 
teaching rather than preaching. He's a—tends to be more of a teacher, I think, than a 
preacher, but he's very strong, very, very strong biblically, and that really appealed to 
me a lot.” Another interviewee commented how they felt their pastor’s preaching 
positively impacted people’s spiritual journey by stating, “And with the way he 
teaches, the way he relates, that comes across very well, and he's able to help folks and 
help people move forward in their journey and in their spiritual maturity.” Another 
interviewee stated that the pastor’s “sermons are on point, they're good.” 
Additional leadership competencies
In addition to the five Towers Watson traits, several new factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. These include the pastor’s availability and active 
involvement with the church, and his focus on youth engagement. 
The high level of the pastor’s involvement in the church was a characteristic 
mentioned by all four church members interviewed for this study, and even the pastor 


himself. When speaking about the current pastor’s involvement when he first took 
over leadership of the church, one interviewee made the following comments:  
He was there . . . he was available. Was there, was engaged not only on 
Sunday morning but was engaged in involvement in creation of small 
groups . . . Not only being involved in the events that were going on at 
church but being fully engaged in those. Kind of hard to describe. But just 
it basically boiled down to availability and engagement. We haven't had a 
pastor involved in each and every one of those aspects for at least three 
years. 
Another interviewee discussed the pastor’s involvement and approach by saying: 
He's genuine; I think that's it. People know that he really is genuine. And I 
think that's a big thing, he's not phony at all. And he works hard, he's a 
hardworking man. I mean to do three services on Sunday, and then in the 
summer add a fourth one. Not too many pastors are willing to do that. 
One interviewee commented on his availability by stating, “He's always available for 
us, we know if we need something, if he can do it, he will.” Two other church 
members commented, “You can always talk to him, he's always accessible,” and “He is 
always available as much as he can be.” 
When describing his personal views on leadership and involvement in the church, the 
pastor stated, “I think that there is a difference if you view your role as a job or if it's 
viewed as something that you automatically have authority in, I guess. I don't feel like 
I work here. I think I bear spiritual responsibility for the leadership and the spiritual 
direction of this body of believers.” 
The current pastor’s focus on youth and its importance to the future growth of the 
church was mentioned several times by the interviewees in this case study. One 
interviewee stated, “That's, I think, one of the biggest areas that I've seen in terms of 
growth and in terms of acceptance [the growth of the children’s ministry.] And you 
just look at it year to year, the events get bigger and bigger and bigger.” 


Current State of the Church 
Mount Zion UMC has experienced a spiritual rekindling since the arrival of their 
current pastor 10 years ago. The current state of the church reflects his influence, 
skills and abilities in numerous ways. One interviewee made the following 
comments that may best describe the current state of the church:  
His genuineness is what draws people there. And his friendliness. He's just 
very friendly, he's always willing to help, or talk to you, or whatever is 
needed. He gets right in there. When we have vacation bible school, we 
have like almost 160 kids come. He's right there, he's involved in 
everything. And I think that makes a big difference. The kids love him, the 
parishioners love him, because of his involvement and you can tell he 
loves his work. He just loves it . . . There are not too many pastors like 
that.  
Conclusion  
While the story of Mount Zion UMC began well over 200 years ago, the present-day 
narrative to best describe this church is one of longevity and endurance. Impacted by 
the hands-off style of leadership of the previous pastor, the congregation of Mount 
Zion UMC has been rekindled under the leadership of their current pastor. As 
described by the church members interviewed for this study, their current pastor’s 
many gifts, skills and abilities has guided the church to a begin to write a new chapter 
in the very long history book of Mount Zion UMC.


New Union UMC: Roots of Vitality
 
The story of New Union United Methodist Church (UMC) is that of a church that 
was previously healthy but floundering when the current pastor arrived. The church, 
located in Mocksville, North Carolina, is an integral part of a tight knit community. The 
church is family and community oriented, which has helped sustain the church 
through the years. When the current pastor first arrived at New Union UMC, he found 
that the church had a solid foundation, yet was lacking a coherent direction, 
infrastructure, and vision. In the years since he took his post, he has been able to 
energize the congregation, encouraging members to recommit to the church’s growth, 
prosperity, and impact.  
Context of the Church 
New Union UMC is a member of the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC) 
and traces its history back to the 1700s. The church today is the result of a merging of 
several congregations in the area. Because of the long history it has in the community, 
New Union UMC has remained stable throughout the years. Members feel a certain 
pride in both the churches history and their historical, familial ties to the church. As a 
result of this pride and commitment to the church, members who have moved away 
from the immediate area still travel to be part of it.  
Each Sunday, the church holds two services: contemporary at 9:00 a.m. and traditional 
at 11:00 a.m. The contemporary service is held in a larger downstairs room that has 
been purposed as a worship space. The traditional service takes place in the church’s 
original sanctuary.  
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria  
Using the Towers Watson indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the Western North Carolina Conference (WNCC) 
of the UMC. New Union UMC ranked in the top 25% on four of the eight indicators of 
vitality. Those four were:
	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 



	increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage of 

membership;  
	increase in worship attendance over five years; and 

	average professions of faith per member.  

The average weekly attendance of New Union UMC was reported as 93 in 
the 2013 data provided by the conference. These factors led to New Union being 
identified as a vital congregation and selected for participation in this study. 
Interviews Conducted 
The pastor, the superintendent of the church school, the Lay Leader, the Chair of 
the Church Council, and the Chair of the Board of Trustees were interviewed between 
February and December 2016. The lead researcher, Dr. John Bennett, with a second 
researcher observing, conducted the pastor interview. The lead researcher conducted 
all staff and church member interviews. Those interviewed included: 
•the pastor, who has been serving at New Union UMC for a year and a half—
his second pastoral role and his first full time; 
•the Sunday School Superintendent, who has been part of New Union for over 16 
years and who has served in many capacities within the church during that 
time; 
•the Church Council Chair, who has been at New Union UMC her entire life, and 
serves on several committees within the church; and 
•the chairperson for the Board of Trustees, who has also been at New Union her 
entire life.  
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
State of the Congregation and Church Upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor 
New Union UMC has enjoyed the stability of community and family to support it 
through the years, which has benefitted the church but has also had some less positive 


impacts. Members indicated the church had stagnated over the years and that 
engagement with the church was out of habit rather than active involvement. Along 
with that stagnancy came complacency. For example, on certain Sundays, the 
members of the church may decide not to hold services, but instead join in with 
a worship event at another church. The congregation’s complacency also showed up 
in the way the members maintained the basement of the church where the 
contemporary service takes place. Prior to the arrival of the current pastor, the 
basement had fallen into disrepair.  
The community surrounding New Union UMC does not experience a great deal of 
change, and, as a result, neither does the membership of the church. Those 
interviewed estimated that in a two-year span, there had only been five or six new 
members to the church. The population of the church is aging, and as members die 
off, there are not many new young people to take their place. As a result, the churches 
membership has stagnated over time and is at risk of declining.  
Those interviewed also indicated that, before the arrival of the current pastor, a 
tension existed between the members who attended the different services. As one of 
those interviewed stated, “We have a contemporary service and we have a traditional 
service. And those groups are pretty divided. The contemporary [is] a younger 
group, [and] the traditional service is an older group, and they just don't blend well. 
There's a separation there.” 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
One of the issues that the new pastor faced was the complacency and stagnancy that 
the congregation had developed. Those interviewed reported there was no feeling of 
excitement or enthusiasm about what the church was doing or what they 
were personally doing with the church. Although the members still felt committed to 
the church and were proud of being part of it, the church itself was on autopilot. Long-
term stability resulted in stagnation, as the congregation was comfortable and 
confident that the church would endure. The incoming pastor identified and 
addressed the resulting lack of action, ownership, and engagement immediately upon 
arriving.  


Growing tension between the two groups in the congregation (traditional versus 
contemporary services) was another challenge that the incoming pastor faced. The 
directionless atmosphere and the church’s absence of a single identity exacerbated the 
tension, frustration, and antagonism between the two groups. Having two services in 
different spaces within the church, one of which was a poorly maintained basement, 
was a great source of frustration. Additionally, the two groups did not mingle. The 
traditionalists attended the 11:00 a.m. traditional service, and people who enjoyed a 
more contemporary service attended at 9:00 a.m.   
Along with the interpersonal and social challenges faced by the incoming pastor, the 
churches day-to-day operations were in disarray. Financially, the church barely 
scraped by and had nothing in the bank account by the end of the year. Another effect 
of the complacency that had taken root in the congregation was that contributions by 
church members were slow to come in and erratic. The church also faced facility 
issues, both with capacity and lack of maintenance.  
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback provided 
by those interviewed, the current pastor has been effective at providing a needed 
change at New Union UMC. While there are a number of positive traits mentioned by 
the interviewees regarding their current pastor, there were 2 of the 15 Towers Watson 
competencies mentioned most frequently by the interviewees (See Table 1, p. 17 for 
list of all competencies).  These traits were the pastor’s influencing skills (number 10), 
and his ability to inspire confidence in the congregation (number 8). In addition to 
these traits, other themes emerged from the interviews that were not found on the 
Towers Watson list. Each will be discussed in the following sections.  
Towers Watson competencies
All the interviews mention the pastor’s masterful ability to influence. Through 
charisma, willpower, persistence, and relationships, the pastor is very effective 
at creating change, a message embraced by the members of the church who felt the 
lack of engagement and excitement. As one interviewee stated, “[The pastor] basically 
got the same feedback from everybody that we were stagnant, and we wanted to do 


more, and be more, and grow. So, he talked on that, and he preached on that and 
showed everybody that he wants it, and he brought forth these ideas and put 
programs back into place that we once had.” 
Closely related to his ability to influence is the pastor’s ability to inspire confidence. As 
cited previously, members of the church felt an obligatory pride in the church due 
to its history, but there was no intentional, personal pride associated with meaningful 
engagement and a clear sense of purpose. Upon arriving, the pastor made it clear that 
he expected the congregation to recommit to the church on every level. When 
speaking about his relationship with God and with the church, he exuded confidence 
and encouraged his congregation to do the same. He encouraged and took part in the 
rehabilitation of the basement where contemporary services were held. He was open 
and honest about the amount of money that he tithed to the church relative to how 
much he made and was clear that he expected members to give as much as they could, 
just as he did. Members didn’t meet this with resistance, instead the interviews reflect 
pride in how the church’s operations are now running smoothly. 
Each of the above ways that the pastor inspired confidence share a single common 
thread. In each dimension, the pastor personally demonstrated the behavior and 
resulting confidence he intended the congregation to embrace. As one interviewee 
stated, “Mostly just his enthusiasm and him encouraging you, he's telling you—he 
sends us emails and telling them that ‘we can do it.’” 
Additional leadership competencies
In addition to the five Towers Watson traits, several new factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. These factors include his interpersonal skills and his 
authentic passion for ministry.  
Underlying both his ability to influence and his ability to inspire confidence are the 
pastor’s robust interpersonal skills. All of those interviewed stated that the pastor has 
the ability to connect with anyone and everyone. He is dynamic, friendly, engaging, 
and genuine. In the relatively short time that he has served New Union UMC, he has 
created strong relationships with the members of the church and the wider 
community. These interpersonal skills make him very effective at managing people 
and navigating conflict.  


The pastor’s abilities to influence, inspire confidence, and connect with people have 
allowed him to mobilize the congregation to action. New Union UMC members are 
now very active both within the church and in the wider community. He has been 
intentional in the activities and behaviors he encourages within the congregation. As 
with the confidence he inspires, the pastor is effective at encouraging 
involvement because he gets involved. He has interfaced with the local firehouse and 
became their chaplain, he was the first to pick up a paintbrush when refurbishing the 
basement worship space, and he is present at almost all the social gatherings related 
to New Union.  
The interviews also mention the pastor’s passion and authenticity. It is clear both from 
the content of the pastor’s own interview and from the way that the others describe 
him that the pastor has a deeply rooted and profound passion for ministry. The 
members of the church identify with that passion and feel it. As one member 
stated, “He has brought a lot of energy in wanting to see our church grow and do 
better. And so, he's brought with him a lot of energy, which has bled off into the 
younger people and it's definitely brought some old members back and brought new 
people within the community to our church. So, it's exciting. That’s the only word to 
sum it up. It's wonderful. It's a great feeling.” 
The pastor’s passion is effective and felt by the congregation, because it is 
authentic. In fact, his authenticity is mentioned as often as his passion. He is 
transparent about his troubled past and his intentions for the future. Almost 
instantaneously upon arrival, he invested himself—financially and emotionally—
in New Union UMC, and it is clear from his words, deeds, and the impact he has had 
on others that his investment is genuine.  
Current State of the Church 
The impact that new pastor has had on the church is hard to overstate. A new energy 
and excitement can be felt in all the interviews. The church has broken free of the 
stagnation that it had been experiencing up until his arrival and reestablished its 
identity as dynamic, engaged, and vibrant.  
From an operational standpoint, the church has its affairs in order, more so than in 
recent memory. Having outgrown its current space, the church has been able to 


acquire adjacent land with the help of the pastor and his influencing. The pastor is 
now working on the development of plans for a new building to accommodate the 
membership of New Union. The current pastor has been extremely effective at 
managing the churches money, both in the spending of it and in the collection of 
donations from the membership. This financial management has resulted in the 
apportionments not only being paid, but being paid in full at the beginning of the year
—for the first time in the almost two and a half centuries of the church’s existence.  
Socially and personally, the pastor has had an even bigger impact. Every interviewee 
stated how well that they feel about how things are going at the church. They are 
engaged and willing to work with purpose. They are confident in themselves, their 
church, and their relationship with God. The members are now proud of both the 
church’s history and its current work and excited about the future of New Union UMC 
and what it may bring.  
Conclusion 
The story New Union UMC is a story of transformation and revival. The church had a 
strong and sturdy foundation but needed a catalyst, a spark to ignite the fuel and 
propel them into the future. That spark came in the form of the new pastor. The 
members of New Union UMC now see their church and their engagement with it with 
new eyes. The church, which was previously an item of historical and family 
significance, now took on a real, present, and visceral importance in the lives of the 
members.  
The new pastor was the catalyst that prompted this transformation, but getting-back-
to- roots is a theme that ran throughout the interviews. A few of the changes brought 
about by the pastor’s influence were wholly new to the church; the majority were 
things that the church had done in the past but had simply stopped doing due to 
apathy and disinterest. Simply put, the new pastor was able to remind the 
congregation of its roots and heritage. The congregation had the knowledge of what a 
vibrant church looked and acted. All that was required was the desire and drive to 
transform.


Sunrise UMC: Growing Inward to Serve Outward
 
The story of Sunrise United Methodist Church (UMC) provides an example of a church 
congregation that was already thriving when the current pastor arrived. The vitality 
and growth of the church, which had a strong focus on missions, had reached a point 
that required the church to turn inward and focus on developing internal 
infrastructure. The current pastor had previous experience in infrastructure 
development that aided the church in these endeavors. The pastor, described as a 
gifted preacher, is also talented in empowering staff and lay leadership. This 
empowerment has sustained and expanded the vitality of the congregation and 
positioned it for the future. 
Context of the Church 
Sunrise UMC was founded in 1996 as part of the North Carolina Conference (NCC). The 
current pastor is only the third in the church’s history. When he arrived, the church 
was in aggressive growth mode, as described in the interviews. The pastor related that 
the church is still carrying debt from the construction of a building shortly following 
its founding. The ethnic make-up of the church is predominantly white, which, 
according to one interviewee, reflects the surrounding community. 
Located in the Research Triangle Park area in Wake County, North Carolina, the 
community is transient. People are often relocated into and out of the area because of 
their jobs. Because Sunrise was founded just 19 years ago, there are still a number of 
original members. One member highlighted this as a unique characteristic of Sunrise 
that differs from churches founded generations ago. He added that “the church is 
open to and welcoming new people, and there was not a sense of we’ve always done it 
this way before because there wasn’t enough history to say that.”  
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria  
Using the Towers Watson’s indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC). 
Sunrise UMC ranked in the top 25% on five of the eight indicators of vitality. Those five 
were: 


	increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage of 

membership; 
	increase in worship attendance over five years; 

	increase in church membership over five years; 

	increase in benevolent giving beyond the local church; and 

	average professions of faith per member. 

The conference also provided data on two of the eight drivers of vitality identified by 
Towers Watson (de Wetter et al., 2010). Sunrise UMC ranked in the in top 
25 percent for both drivers: 
	Number of small groups as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

	Number of children’s programs as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

The average weekly attendance of Sunrise UMC was reported as 279 in the 2013 data 
provided by the conference. These factors led to Sunrise being identified as a Vital 
Congregation and selected for participation in this study. 
Interviews Conducted 
The pastor, one staff member, and three church members from Sunrise were 
interviewed between October and December of 2015. The lead researcher, Dr. John 
Bennett, with a second researcher observing conducted the pastor interview. A second 
researcher conducted all staff and church member interviews. Those interviewed 
included 
•the pastor, who has been serving at Sunrise since 2011—his fourth pastoral 
assignment in his 21 years in ministry; 
•the Minister of Music and Arts, who has been on staff at Sunrise for four 
and a half years and in ministry at various churches for approximately 
40 years; 


•the Chairperson of the Administrative Board (Board Chair), who has been 
a church member for ten years and has served as Board Chair for 
approximately six months;  
•the Lay Leader, who has been a church member for 14 years and Lay Leader 
for five years; and 
•a church member, who has been a member at Sunrise since the first service in 
1996. 
To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
State of the Congregation and Church Upon Arrival of 
the Current Pastor 
Those interviewed said the church was already thriving when the current 
pastor arrived.  The two characteristics of the congregation that were mentioned most 
often were a strong sense of community and a focus on missions. One interviewee 
described the church at the time as “a vibrant congregation, very welcoming . . . and . . 
. very mission oriented.” Church members credited the founding pastor with the 
initial success at Sunrise. He had created an environment in which the congregation 
worked with the pastor as equals. According to one member, “Our founding pastor 
came in there, he had a good skillset to . . . create this small group of love one another, 
support one another . . . learn about the Lord together.” 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
When the current pastor arrived, the church was carrying debt from its initial 
building project. In addition, to support the continued growth of the congregation, 
a five-year capital campaign had been planned prior to the arrival of the current 
pastor. The congregation waited to kick-off the campaign until after he started his 
position. As one interviewee stated, “I think that’s probably difficult for a pastor to 
walk into something where he had no input and was trying to . . . run with what the 
congregation was doing.” 


The missional focus of the congregation was described in the interviews as both an 
asset and a liability. The congregation had great energy related to serving others but 
needed to focus more on internal matters. One member said, “I think one thing that 
may have gotten us a little bit behind, as we were all about [missions] and not about 
trying to take care of our own internal infrastructure.” The pastor echoed this by 
saying, “If I had a struggle, my struggle is getting someone to serve on my nurture 
committee.  Everybody wants to serve on . . . mission work.” 
During his time at Sunrise, the pastor also experienced a personal challenge, as he has 
gone through the process of getting a divorce.  In the interviews, this was described as 
a challenge that the pastor overcame through a combination of his own strength, his 
honesty with those around him, and support from friends and family, the 
congregation, church staff and the District Superintendent from the conference.  
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
Based on both the vital congregation indicators mentioned and the feedback provided 
by those interviewed, the current pastor has been effective at providing strong 
leadership at Sunrise UMC. While there are a number of positive traits mentioned by 
the interviewees regarding their current pastor, there were 5 of the 15 Towers Watson 
competencies mentioned most frequently by the interviewees (See Table 1, p. 17 for 
list of all competencies). These five traits were inspirational preaching (number 
14), how he empowers congregational members (number 3), inspiring members to 
focus on mission and outreach (number 13), his focus on the internal development of 
the local church (number 12), and his effective management of church business 
(number 9). In addition to these five traits, two themes emerged from the interviews 
that were not found on the Towers Watson list. These include his strong interpersonal 
skills, and his attention to self-care and support. Each characteristic will be discussed 
below, with the exception of the church’s focus on mission and outreach that will be 
addressed in the section discussing the current state of the church.  
Towers Watson competencies
The pastor’s preaching style was mentioned as a strength by all of those interviewed, 
although different aspects of that style appealed to certain people. Two members 


mentioned his use of stories in the sermons. They said, “When he’s in the pulpit . . . he 
can tell some stories and capture your attention,” and “He likes to use stories . . . to 
help paint pictures.” Using humor during his sermons was also highlighted by one 
interviewee, who said, “He uses good Southern down-home humor in his sermons that 
just makes me chuckle sometimes.” In another interview, the pastor’s Biblical 
scholarship was emphasized as an important skill: “He will frequently illuminate 
a . . . text with the . . . Greek . . . or give a little background on the Bible that was 
something that I had not heard, and I appreciate that.” The pastor emphasized the 
importance of preaching and described it by saying, “You cannot bore your 
people . . . Everything that’s happening in the service, it’s around the cohesive theme 
for the day. And it’s engaging and it’s relevant.” Preaching emerged across the 
interviews as an important strength of the pastor. 
Throughout the interviews, references were made to the way the pastor empowers 
others to accomplish goals and use their gifts. The pastor credited the success of this 
approach to allowing God to lead and encouraging people to act as they felt called.  As 
he described, “If you sense God’s movement, you kind of allow that to happen.  You 
nurture it, water it; you don’t get in the way of it. There are lots of great things 
happening here, as well as people on the cusp of feeling the call to do 
something. [I] play the part of the encourager.” The pastor and another interviewee 
both stated that he is good at “not getting in the way.” The pastor identifies, develops 
and encourages staff and lay leadership in their efforts. One person described this by 
saying, “He’s good at standing back and letting . . . the church leaders, the lay people, 
take initiative and run with what they’re doing. But always very supportive of what 
we do.” Another described this by saying, “[The pastor] has given input . . . [He] has 
made suggestions, all the while not leading [the] effort.” Repeatedly in the interviews, 
the word “partnership” was used to describe the pastor’s approach to working with 
staff and laity. 
Another aspect of empowerment is the pastor’s ability to identify members’ strengths 
and gifts and engage them in the church where they can be most effective.  One 
interviewee illustrated this by saying, “I think he has been observant of the people in 
our congregation who work well politically with the Town Council, and he has 
partnered with those people to help us get things done.” The pastor mentioned this 
idea repeatedly in his interview. He said, “You’ve got to have a good handle on your 


people and make sure the right people are in the right places.” Once he has 
accomplished this, he is careful not to micromanage people. One staff member 
interviewed said, “He has qualified, experienced, creative people on the staff, and he 
pretty much lets us do what we do in our own way without meddling, and I appreciate 
that.” The pastor echoed this in describing his approach as “identifying qualified 
competent leaders, giving them a clear task and then getting out of the way so they 
can do it.  If you try to micromanage your people, it never turns out well.” 
The ability to develop strong lay leadership is particularly important in the United 
Methodist Church because pastors are moved to new congregations on a frequent 
basis. The ability to function without a specific pastor creates sustainable vitality 
regardless of who is leading the congregation. One Sunrise member summarized this 
by saying, “I think the success that both [the previous pastor and the current 
pastor] have had is to continue to promote strength of the lay leadership . . . so 
that . . . the church will continue to thrive even past their time . . . at Sunrise.”  
The pastor also maintains a strong focus on developing the local church. The pastor 
has helped the church find a balance between focusing on internal development and 
maintaining its strong mission and outreach focus. He summarized the 
situation by saying, “They’re so focused outside of themselves. Literally, I’ve got a 
church that’s a half million dollars in debt that wants to give away all the proceeds 
from the latest fundraiser . . . How many churches with a half million-dollar debt 
would think that’s a good idea?” He also mentioned that congregation members would 
rather serve on the missions committee than the nurture committee and that the 
church is not good at holding “covered dish” dinners for members. Those interviewed 
described this new balance by saying that “He’s done a good job keeping us looking 
after our own internal health,” while at the same time saying that “he’s very 
supportive of . . . our mission endeavors.” During the current pastor’s tenure at 
Sunrise, the church completed a major capital campaign and infrastructure project, 
positioning the church to support its future needs and continued growth. 
The final Towers Watson trait the pastor displays is effective management of the 
church. His focus on the management of church business has served Sunrise in 
completing the capital project mentioned. He had experience related to debt 
reduction, capital projects, and parking lot expansion that has proven valuable to 


Sunrise. A member related that “he was able to come in and . . . help the church move 
forward . . . in an effective manner to complete the current phase of our building, and 
now we’re preparing for an additional phase.”  
Additional leadership competencies
In addition to the five Towers Watson traits, several new factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. These factors include his interpersonal 
skills and the importance self-care and support. 
The ability to relate well to people and to tailor his interpersonal approach to the 
individual were mentioned in multiple interviews. One member said, “A pastor has to 
try to engage his . . . congregants in a personal manner, you now, one size does not fit 
all, and I think that [the pastor] is able to do that.” Other interviewees said, “I’ve never 
seen him express any negativity about anyone or toward anyone,” and “He’s easy to 
get along with.  He’s easy to talk to.” The pastor described his interpersonal 
adaptability by saying: 
[I] certainly don’t change my beliefs or core values. But being able to 
adapt to the circumstances . . . [in] my first appointment . . . these folks all 
had money and they saw themselves as upper crust and went to the 
country club on a regular basis . . . [in] my second appointment 
they . . . that was more of a country church where no one ever went to a 
country club . . . Being able to fit in those widely different situations [is 
important] . . . I’m able to connect with them even though they’re 
different. 
The pastor highlighted the importance of support and self-care in ministry. This was 
echoed by others who were interviewed. The pastor discussed the importance of 
having support from family, friends and, especially other clergy. He also discussed the 
importance of taking time for rest and renewal and his struggle to create balance 
between caring for members of the congregation and caring for himself. He used the 
metaphor of taking care of the tools of your trade when he said, “You wouldn’t leave 
your Bible out in the rain [to] get rained on or poured on. [In the] same way you need 
to take care of yourself to make sure that you’re not getting abused, stepped on, 


otherwise torn apart by the thing called ministry.” He described the role of pastor as 
isolated and stressful and said his support system of other clergy helps him deal 
with these issues. 
The importance of support and self-care was further emphasized by discussion of the 
pastor’s divorce. Both the congregation and the Conference District Superintendent 
provided support to the pastor during this difficult time in his life. One person 
said, “He was able to be honest with the congregation about what was going on. He 
didn’t try to hide or sugarcoat, and the congregation, for their part, didn’t seem to 
judge him as he was going through that.” 
Current State of the Church 
For the most part, the current descriptions of Sunrise are similar to its state before the 
current pastor arrived. The church’s vitality is not a new phenomenon under the 
leadership of the current pastor but has been further nurtured. Sunrise is still a 
welcoming, accepting, mission-focused congregation. Two interviewees described the 
atmosphere as “pretty open, and flexible.  We tend to love the person 
regardless” and “we actively engage visitors and try to make Sunrise a warm and 
welcome place.” The church’s focus on mission work has continued and 
was depicted by one interviewee as “the overriding characteristic of this particular 
congregation, if I had to say it in one word, would be service.” 
The level of involvement within the church was emphasized in the interviews. 
Interviewees mentioned strong youth and music programs, as well as very strong 
involvement of the men’s group at the church. The current pastor introduced 
Christian drama, which has provided new avenues for members to be involved. One 
member described involvement at Sunrise by saying, “It’s got a team atmosphere, and 
if you could envision on your wall a group picture of some type of sports team, after 
they won the championship and see Sunrise on there, all of us would have dirty 
uniforms because we’d all played the game . . . intentionally.”  
The current pastor’s major impact on Sunrise has been in helping them create balance 
between their strong mission focus and caring for the internal needs of the church. 
They are finishing out the capital campaign, and project and planning for the next 
phase of their infrastructure growth. These accomplishments appear to be supported 


by an expanding emphasis on allowing the Holy Spirit to lead. This factor was 
mentioned in three of the five interviews and is encapsulated in one as “there seems 
to be a sensitivity to letting the Holy Spirit lead . . . Some churches . . . have to have 
everything mapped out and all of the details in black and white before they’ll take a 
step. This church is not like that. They pray about stuff and they move ahead in faith 
without necessarily having a guarantee that something’s going to work.”  
Conclusion 
The story of Sunrise UMC emphasizes the importance of creating sustainable vitality 
that can outlast any one pastor. The current pastor at Sunrise helped create this 
sustainability through empowerment and a focus on developing internal 
infrastructure. One member summarized this idea by saying, “I’m not at Sunrise 
because of [the pastor]. I’m at Sunrise because that’s where I choose to worship Jesus. 
And [he] happens to be the pastor.”
Within this story is also an underlying tale of the pastor and the congregation 
supporting each other in mutual growth. Preaching, interpersonal skills and 
empowerment have allowed the pastor to develop and encourage the congregation, 
while the church membership and staff supported the pastor through the challenges 
of his own life. In the case of Sunrise UMC, both the leadership traits of the pastor and 
the culture of the congregation have contributed to its vitality. One member summed 
it up: “I think a congregation that is healthy and . . . moves in the right 
direction . . . allows their pastor to thrive . . . Equipping a pastor to . . . lead a vital 
congregation is great . . . [but, if] the congregation is on fire . . . they just make the 
pastor’s job so much easier.” 


Windsor UMC: Authentic Leadership
 
The story of Windsor United Methodist Church (UMC) is one of authentic leadership 
from both the lay leadership and the pastor. Prior to the arrival of the current pastor, 
the church was already vital and effective, due to the strong leadership and 
commitment of its members and the leadership of the previous pastor who had been 
at the church almost 15 years. Yet, the current pastor has been able to infuse a 
refreshed sense of commitment to youth and mission at the church. Those 
interviewed for this study credit this renewed enthusiasm to the current pastor’s 
people skills and his ability to empower and develop church members. He did not do 
this alone; he worked in partnership with church members to increase their focus on 
youth and mission. 
Context of the Church 
Windsor United Methodist Church (UMC) is located in Elizabethtown, North Carolina, 
and is a part of the Bladen Charge in Bladen County. Windsor is a member of the 
North Carolina Conference (NCC). The Bladen Charge is made up of Windsor, 
Bethlehem UMC, and Live Oak UMC. The Bladen Charge website describes the area as 
“a sparsely populated rural county, just east of Fayetteville. Large fields and huge 
expanses of wooded areas sprawl across the landscape . . . Bladen County is a county 
of high levels of poverty and hunger” (Meyer, n.d.). The church has a diverse 
congregation with “some Hispanics, some blacks,” according to one member. 
Congregational members are engaged in mission and committed to each other as a 
church family. 
Vital Congregation Selection Criteria 
Using the Towers Watson indicators of vitality (de Wetter et al., 2010), data related to 
vitality indicators was obtained from the North Carolina Conference (NCC) of the UMC. 
Windsor UMC ranked in the top 25% on six of the eight indicators. Those six were: 
	average worship attendance as a percentage of membership; 

	increase in children, youth and young adult attendance as a percentage of 

membership; 


	increase in worship attendance over five years; 

	increase in church membership over five years; 

	increase in the average number of professions of faith by members; and 

	increase in annual giving per attendee over five years. 

The average weekly attendance of Windsor was reported as 125 in the 2013 data 
provided by the conference. The conference also provided data on two of the eight 
drivers of vitality identified by Towers Watson (de Wetter et al., 2010). Windsor 
ranked in the in top 25% for both drivers: 
	Number of small groups as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

	Number of children’s programs as a percentage of average weekly attendance 

These factors led to Windsor being identified as a vital congregation and selected for 
participation in this study. 
Interviews Conducted 
The pastor, three congregational lay leaders, and one staff member from Windsor 
UMC were interviewed between October and December 2015. A member of the 
research team conducted all interviews, after being trained on the interview protocol 
by the lead researcher, Dr. John Bennett. Those interviewed included 
•the pastor at the time—Windsor was his second assignment after completing 
the program at Duke Divinity School; 
•the church treasurer, who had been attending the church since 2005 and had 
been treasurer for nine years; 
•the Lay Leader, who had been a member about 47 years at the time of the 
interviews; 
•the chairperson of the Staff Parish Relations Committee (SPRC), who had been 
attending Windsor her entire life; and 
•the Minister of Youth and Evangelism who had been in that role for over a year 
but had been volunteering in the church since 2004. 


To maintain confidentiality, direct quotes in the text that follows are not attributed to 
specific interviewees, except for the pastor’s comments. 
State of the Congregation Upon Arrival of the Current 
Pastor 
When asked to describe the church prior to the arrival of the current pastor, 
interviewees described an already strong and thriving church. While none of the 
member shared the story, the pastor also described a scandal involving infidelity. The 
current pastor relayed both the positives and the negatives of the church: 
When I got there . . . they definitely had strong lay leadership, but . . . 
basically, I walked into a congregation that was broken because of 
infidelity that had taken place in the congregation. And it had taken place 
a few months before I got there. It was within leadership of the church and 
another couple in the church. And so, there was a real brokenness that I 
had to step into. And so, for about the first year, there was a lot of healing 
that had to take place. The pastor that preceded me had been there for 
almost 15 years, so there was a really strong relationship that had been 
built up, a really strong love. There had been a lot of growth that had 
taken place, and so there was a time of transition for them to say this is 
now our shepherd. 
The congregational member interviews described the church as “very healthy at the 
time of [the current pastor’s] arrival. Members were very cooperative . . . I think we 
had good participation” and “everything was fine, you know, it was growing.” Another 
member stated, “I would say that another attribute of our congregation before [the 
current pastor] got there was . . . love, and not just love for each other, but love… 
unconditional, that’s the word I’m looking for.” 
Challenges and Opportunities Faced by the Pastor and 
Congregation 
Because the church was thriving when the current pastor arrived, the members 
interviewed did not mention many challenges faced by the pastor. Two of the 


interviewees mentioned conflicts the pastor was able to mediate successfully, 
including a disagreement within the church band. Despite referencing the adultery 
incident, the pastor did not expand upon this story. Another member also mentioned 
the church lacked an active youth group, but the current pastor was able to revive it. 
The member stated, “We have a Charge Life Youth now . . . through his 
encouragement. We didn't have a lot of youth that would come and stay for worship 
and Sunday School. Now we do, and I think it's because of his encouragement for the 
youth group.” 
Characteristics and Traits of the Pastor that Have 
Impacted the Congregation 
The Windsor members who were interviewed had a high opinion their current pastor. 
While there were a number of positive traits mentioned by the interviewees regarding 
their current pastor, there were 2 of the 15 Towers Watson competencies mentioned 
most frequently by the interviewees: his commitment to empowering (number 3) and 
developing congregational members (number 4) (See Table 1, p. 17 for list of all 
competencies). In addition to these traits, other themes emerged from the interviews 
that were not found on the Towers Watson list. Each of these will be discussed in the 
following sections. 
Towers Watson competencies
A frequently mentioned pastoral trait was the pastor’s commitment to empowering 
and developing lay leadership. When asked to describe one of the pastor’s most 
successful characteristics, one member clearly stated, “He’s very good at 
empowering.” The pastor explained that he can identify and develop the members’ 
skills. He stated that through his ability to influence people with his strong people 
skills, he’s able to get people out of their comfort zones and “to hear and see and 
receive God’s guidance.” Another member echoed this by stating that the current 
pastor is able to see “the gifts that God has given people. He sees those, he encourages 
people with those gifts.” Another member explained, “He’s fostering the leadership 
skills in the people that are . . . that are kind of blossoming up as leaders in the 
church.” Because pastors are typically moved from church to church every few years, 
developing lay leadership within the local church is very important, so the church 
stays focused on its mission of developing disciples of Jesus Christ. A church member 


explained how important it is for the pastor to empower other leaders in the 
congregation to find an appropriate work/life balance by stating: 
He has people that he can call on . . . He does the encouraging behind 
those people, and he knows he can call and say, “You know, we need to do 
this or, we're thinking about . . . this new ministry, and I have this list of 
people that might be interested. Can you contact them?” I think he has a 
really good support system with the mentors and the church members. 
Additional leadership competencies
In addition to the Towers Watson traits, several new factors were identified in the 
interviews that warrant mention. These factors include his people skills, authentic 
leadership, and influence on the development of the youth group. 
The first of these commonly mentioned traits of the pastor is his interpersonal skills. 
In fact, all the interviewees discussed how the pastor’s people skills have enabled his 
success at Windsor. One member described him as a “people magnet.” He is also able 
to relate to different types of people and draw them to him and the church, which is 
an important skill considering the diversity of the church. Another member 
explained: 
Because he can speak at each individual’s level . . . he presents himself 
where everybody can understand and not feel like [he] knows far more 
than they do. It is just the comfort that he presents . . . the ease that he 
presents with, and it just makes everybody so very comfortable to be with 
him. 
The pastor exhibits authentic leadership that draws people to him. One member 
explained, “He’s the same person in the pulpit that he is out of the pulpit.” Another 
member described his leadership by stating: 
I think just being open, being real . . . He's very open about mistakes he's 
made. If he does something and it doesn't work, it's not like he's ashamed 
of it. It's like, “Okay, we've learned from this, so we're going to move on 


and do something different. This didn't work out, so we're going to do 
this.” And people agree with him and they like the fact that he is honest 
about that. 
The pastor’s authentic nature was described in a story of his first sermon by multiple 
interviewees, which they called the “disciplining shoes” story. Three of the four 
members shared this story and how they all understood, during the pastor’s first 
sermon, that he would be himself and not try to fill someone else’s shoes. This 
leadership characteristic has been essential to the current pastor’s success at 
Windsor. 
The final characteristic mentioned by the interviewees was the pastor’s commitment 
to engaging the youth of the church. As previously mentioned, the church did not have 
a strong youth group when the pastor arrived. Yet due to the pastor’s ability to engage 
and develop members, the youth group has grown. One member described the 
difference since the current pastor arrived by stating, “We have more youth. I can 
definitely say that. We have more youth that have joined our church and are active, 
and we have a large youth group.” 
Current State of the Church 
The current state of Windsor UMC shows the influence of the current pastor in 
numerous ways. First, church members are very involved in church activities and 
missions, and they are seeing an increase in attendance and membership. One 
member explained, “The church has grown more, we have more things going on, we 
have more ministries, and it was just a God-send that we got another minister that 
was just as on fire for the Lord as the previous [pastor] that left.” Even though the 
church was thriving under the leadership of the previous pastor, one interviewee 
stated they “weren’t growing.” Another member explained that this has changed since 
the current pastor arrived by stating, “God brought [the current pastor] to move us up 
and out.” The current pastor has also influenced congregational members to look 
outside the church into the community. A lay leader explained: 
We are healthier than we were in that we have moved outside of ourselves 
and started reaching out into the community in ways that we can serve 


those that are unchurched, the less fortunate, just reaching outside the 
walls of the church . . . we are called to be disciples and to show fruit . . . 
by reaching out to the community. 
Another member explained that the pastor has encouraged the church to get involved 
in new ministries: 
Health and wellness, trying to teach cooking skills. . . we’ve got a ministry 
of that right now . . . helping in the schools and . . .  reaching out into the 
community beyond the walls of the church. I think that has been one of 
[the current pastor’s] biggest . . . God has just used him in a mighty way 
there to help us see beyond ourselves. 
Conclusion 
The pastor of Windsor UMC has influenced the congregation to focus on the youth of 
the church and on sharing their bounty with the local community. He has achieved 
this result through his strong interpersonal skills and his ability to “pull people to 
him,” as one member described. While the church was strong prior to the arrival of 
the current pastor, the interviews indicate the pastor’s influence and abilities will 
enhance the church’s vitality well into the future.


5
Findings
 
After coding was completed, the research team was able to identify themes specific to 
different populations and across all interviewees. In the following sections, three 
different analyses will be presented. First, the traits found most frequently within 
pastor interviews will be reviewed. Then, the leadership competencies uncovered in 
interviews with staff and church members will be discussed. A comparison of the 
pastor-only and member-only themes will be included. Finally, a review of the 
characteristics common across all interviews will be presented. 
Pastor-Identified Competencies
After analyzing the pastor interviews alone, there are nine success criteria mentioned 
by a majority of pastors (greater than 50%) as a critical skill for a pastor of a vital 
congregation. Four of these criteria were found on the Towers Watson list of 
competencies. 
•“Understanding and leading in the context in which they serve” (67% 
mentioned),
•Conflict management (60 % mentioned),
•Empowering church members (53% mentioned), and 
•Dedication to personal growth, development and knowledge (53% mentioned) 
(de Wetter et al., 2010, p. 90). 
There were five additional leadership traits not found on the Towers Watson list. 
•Finding support from other clergy (67% mentioned), 
•Discernment; being guided by God or the Holy Spirit in their lives or looking to 
scripture or holy guidance before deciding (60% mentioned), 
•Finding support from those outside the church (60% mentioned), 


•Listening to church members before acting or making changes (53% 
mentioned), and
•Interpersonal and people skills (53% mentioned).  
We will discuss interpersonal skills and empowering others in a subsequent section. 
All other pastor-only traits will be discussed below. 
Towers Watson competencies
The most common Towers Watson trait mentioned specifically by the pastors is 
understanding the context in which they lead. This trait was mentioned by 67% of 
pastors (10 of the 15 pastors interviewed). The UMC operates within an itinerant, or 
appointment, system in which pastors are “appointed by the bishop to fields of labor. 
All ordained elders, provisional elders, and associate members shall accept and abide 
by these appointment” (United Methodist Church, 2012, p. 264). Understanding the 
context and culture of the local churches where they are placed is a critical 
competency to success for pastors. As one explained, “It took me almost two years of 
walking with people and showing them who I was and listening to their story. I didn't 
go in and try and change anything. I stood back, and I listened, and I learned who they 
were.” Another pastor, who led a multi-cultural church realized early on that her 
parishioners were not being welcoming to the various ethnicities that attended 
services. By understanding the content of the church, she realized, “It wasn't that they 
didn't want to be welcoming, they didn't know how with people of other languages 
and cultures, and it was scary [for them].” This pastor was able to slowly introduce 
inclusive changes that helped the congregants fully embrace members of other 
cultures. As an example, the pastor asked her Associate Pastor to host Spanish classes. 
Now, when the pastor preaches, she displays a translation of her message in Spanish, 
French, Burmese, and Chinese. The congregation has gotten involved in refugee 
efforts as well, all because the pastor was able to understand where the church was 
upon her arrival and to make gradual changes that made the congregation more 
accepting and welcoming.      
The second most commonly mentioned Towers Watson success trait was conflict 
management. Nine out of the 15, or 60%, of pastors interviewed mentioned this 
competency. As the research told us, conflict is common within churches. The pastor 
may arrive, hopeful to shepherd the church through the hard times, only to become a 


part of, and ultimately, the victim of the conflict (Pratt, 2011). This research confirms 
that conflict within the church is frequent. When the conflict becomes severe, a 
powerful coalition of people may side against the pastor. One pastor interviewed for 
this study described managing through a powerful coalition in his church. He stated, 
“Sometimes I think those power struggles are really what it's about. From finance 
people to whatever, to trustee, it's a power issue and how do we work through that 
and how do we name that, and then move on from that.” It is for these reasons that 
effective conflict management is a critical competency for pastors. 
A pastor told the story of his early days at the church, which is an example of 
successful conflict management. Upon arrival, he conducted “100 days of listening” to 
better understand the members, what they wanted from their church, and the existing 
internal dynamics of the congregation. He stated, “I was trying to understand the 
different groups, their differing perspectives, their allegiances, and how to bring them 
together to find common goals they could work on together and be held accountable 
for.” After completing his listening tour, he brought the congregation together for a 
vision and planning session to design the future direction of the church. His goal was 
to find common ground among members to break down the walls present in the 
church prior to his arrival. He explained how he did this by saying, “We reorganized 
the congregation and invited the participation of all in these . . . four ministry groups.  
But that way, everyone knew what we were trying to do to, so that, hopefully, the 
tribes and people with polarizing positions could find common ground in one of these 
four areas in which to serve.” His approach worked, for the most part. He explained 
that when he would encounter resistance, he would “ask challengers, ‘Is this about 
you? Is this about me? Or is this about what God wants for us?’ Just repeatedly trying 
to bring them back to their vision, their mission. Not that of just a few matriarchs and 
patriarchs, but what everyone had said.” His tactics and patience worked, and he 
began to see the church coming together. “I just see hearts coming alive. I see people 
awakening and their lives glowing, and I think all the hard work is paying off. And 
visitors coming now to [the church] . . . they talk of our people here who have that 
‘glow.’ It’s just an intense love of God that translates into love of one another.” 
The last competency that will be discussed in this section is a pastor’s commitment to 
personal growth and development. Towers Watson defines this skill as “developing 
personal knowledge, skills, and abilities to continuously improve and grow 


oneself” (de Wetter et al., 2010, p. 90). This trait was mentioned as being important to 
pastoral leadership by 53% of the pastors interviewed (eight of fifteen). A number of 
the pastors spoke of continuing education courses they attended that helped them 
develop key leadership skills. When asked what helped her be successful in her role, 
one pastor explained, “I would say the biggest one is a leadership development group 
that I was a part of for six years that was sponsored by our annual conference. It's 
called the Reynolds Lead Academy, and it is basically a program where there are 25 
pastors who are selected. You have to apply to be part of it . . . we've studied church 
leaders around the world, and what it was that was bringing about fruitfulness. That's 
probably the biggest thing, that training that I received.”
In additional to formal training, some pastors discussed the important that personal 
reflection has been in their continued growth. One pastor explained, “When I have a 
setback, I try to always have the mindset, ‘How can this make me pastor someone with 
better heart with love and truly express Christ's love and presence in their life, with 
integrity and not a cliché?’” 
Additional leadership competencies
This section will discuss four additional leadership themes that arose from the 
analysis of pastor-specific interviews. Interpersonal and people skills were also 
mentioned by pastors and will be covered in a subsequent section. 
The most frequently mentioned competency mentioned was the important of relying 
on other clergy for support and learning. This theme was mentioned by 67% of 
pastors, or 10 of the 15 pastors interviewed. Research has been done on the 
importance of clergy peer groups. Miles and Proeschold-Bell (2013) studied UMC 
pastors in the NC and WNC Conferences and also found the occupational stress pastors 
encounter can lead to mental health challenges. Their study indicates that peer 
support groups may help mitigate these negative effects of the stress. The Residency in 
Ordained Ministry (RIOM) program brought UMC pastors together and some 
continued to meet with their peers after the completion of the formal program. One 
pastor stated, “It is a regular group . . . and it was developed through RIOM. And we've 
been able to keep that for over seven to eight years . . . so we still keep in touch. I 
mean, maybe it's by phone and sometimes once a month. You know we meet to really 
share our stories, share our journey, and being prayerful for each other.” Another 


pastor, when discussing her experiences in the Reynolds Lead program said she found 
additional benefits during her participation said:
Just the camaraderie of the 25 of us. I was one of the youngest ones, so I 
was really kind of sitting at the feet of others who had been in ministry a 
lot longer I had. I just learned so much, not only from the formal teaching 
of those trips. But also my colleagues and the things that they would say 
just on the bus rides or whatever. I learned as much from them as I did 
from the formal teaching.
Support from other clergy is a critical success factor. One pastor, who is married to a 
pastor, explained how there are certain aspect of the life of the pastor that can only be 
understood by someone who has similar experiences. She said:
My biggest support—and I think my husband would say this too—is that 
we're in this together. So we understand getting that call in the middle of 
the night. And we understand how the church works. And that has been 
supportive.
Closely related to clergy support is a pastor’s ability to find support outside the church. 
Fifty-three percent of pastors interviewed (eight out of 15) discussed how important it 
is for pastors to completely disconnect from their responsibilities as pastor and to 
recharge. Married pastors typically mentioned the support they receive from their 
spouses. The importance of close friends outside the church was also frequently 
mentioned. One pastor said, “I have friends, close friends that are not a part of the 
church. I think that's very, very important.” Another pastor expanded on this idea by 
saying, “I also have friends who are not in my church who support me and I can talk 
to that are just about me because—this is going to sound funny—but when a member 
of your church comes to you, they don't want to know about you. They want you to 
know about them. So I've got to have people in my life who want to know about me. 
That's healthy.” In Bennett and Gawle’s (2018) research on pastor derailment, they 
found that burnout is a contributor to derailment. Peer support and relationship 
outside the church can be an important deterrent to burnout. 


The next most frequently mentioned leadership trait was discernment, mentioned by 
nine of the fifteen (60%) of the pastors interviewed. Discernment, simplistically 
speaking, is the ability to judge right from wrong and “is the process of making careful 
distinctions in our thinking about truth” (MacArthur, n.d. para. 1). In the context of 
pastor leadership, discernment is the ability to consider options through spiritual or 
Biblical filters to come to a decision. Colloquially, we can describe this behavior as 
considering, “What would Jesus do?” Pastors who lead vital congregations are more 
likely to exhibit this trait, and it shows up as being prayerful in decision-making and 
listening for guidance from God during troubled times. 
Pastors described this behavior in similar ways. One pastor stated, “I get caught up in 
the fray of my extroversion, and I just want to be in the middle of it all. But, wait a 
second, I've got to go get quiet and listen to what God's saying and get out of my 
context and be able to see it better.” When asked what he thinks makes him a 
successful congregational leader, another pastor stated: 
I think the first thing is that I trust the Holy Spirit … I do that through 
prayer, I do that through study, I do that just through intuition. Most 
every decision I make, even if it’s just to pick up the phone and make a call, 
or send a text message, I try to be intentional, is this what God wants, and 
is this going to give God glory, and is this where God wants me to be?  
Another pastor told a story of trying to purchase the land next to their current 
location so they could expand. The pastor explained, “We've purchased five acres of 
land beside us.  They said the guy hated our church and would never sell it [the land], 
and I let God work on him.  He sold us five acres of land at an extremely good price.” 
Through prayer, the pastor was able to be patient and wait for the right time to 
purchase the land, which the church used to build a new sanctuary and Fellowship 
Hall. Through prayer and looking for guidance from the Holy Spirit, these pastors are 
able to make decisions in accordance with God’s teachings and their own Christian 
values.  
Listening is the final competency to be reviewed in this section. It was mentioned by 
eight of the 15 (53%) pastors interviewed. The ability to listen to congregants is an 
important skill, especially in the beginning of a pastor’s tenure at a church. In a 


previous section, one pastor described his “100 days of listening” that he embarked 
upon when he came to the church. Another pastor described her early days at her 
current church by saying, “I did not change anything. I changed nothing. I was there 
for six months before I changed anything. I just listened. And I let them see that I was 
going to listen to them.” Another pastor approached his new role the same way. He 
described, “I literally met most of the people.  I got their views about what they loved 
about this church and what they thought we could do better and where they saw us in 
a few years.” 
Not all pastors take it slow upon arrival. One pastor explained, “I just listened to them 
for . . . I made some heavy decisions in the beginning and I did a lot of listening.”  It is 
also important for the congregation to know that their pastor truly hears then. One 
pastor explained that he needed “to let them know that I hear them. That doesn't 
mean that I agree with whatever they're stating, but I really want them to know that 
I'm hearing [them].” 
By looking at the pastor interviews only, connections between some of these critical 
competencies emerge. Listening and understanding the context in which they serve 
are closely connected; one cannot exist without the other. Pastors recognize the 
importance of  active listening to connect with the other person and helping the 
speaker to interpret the meaning of their experience (Chung, 2017). This activity is 
most effectively done when pastors understand the social, economic, cultural norms 
of their congregants. Additionally, there is an aspect of listening when we consider 
discernment. One pastor described it, “I listen to the issues around me, but I also listen 
to my own intuitive voice.” He continued, “I spent a lot of time listening, and I heard 
the presence of the Spirit and not like a voice-voice, but a voice that said, ‘Go this 
direction.’” This example shows that through listening, a pastor can be guided by God 
in his decision-making. 
Finally, listening and discernment can be critical components of conflict management. 
When members are embroiled in a conflict, a pastor may need to use strong listening 
skills to understand both parties and listen to what the Holy Spirit is telling him when 
deciding how to proceed or how to counsel those within the conflict. Each of these 
competencies feeds and supports the other. 


Staff/Member-Identified Competencies
There were seven competencies mentioned by a majority (more than 50%) of church 
members, staff and volunteers who were interviewed. The three Towers Watson traits 
mentioned were: 
•Inspirational preaching (mentioned by 83%), 
•Strong management of the local church (mentioned by 55%), and 
•Empowering church member, volunteers and lay leaders (mentioned by 55%). 
There were four other additional leadership competencies mentioned. Those were:
•Focusing on mission and outreach to the local community (mentioned by 81%), 
•Interpersonal and people skills (mentioned by 71%), 
•Building a sense of community within the church (mentioned by 62%), and 
•The availability of the pastor to congregation member (mentioned 52%). 
We will discuss the Towers Watson trait of empowering other and the other leadership 
trait of interpersonal skills in a subsequent section. All other competencies will be 
reviewed below. 
Towers Watson competencies
The most frequently mentioned Towers Watson competency was “inspiring the 
congregation through preaching” (de Wetter et al., 2010, p. 90). This behavior was 
mentioned by 83% (35 of 51) members interviewed. Stories about inspirational and 
effective preaching took many forms, which included being a captivating storyteller, 
ability to apply Biblical teachings to everyday life, or the use of humor in sermons. 
There were two congregations where preaching was mentioned by almost all those 
interviewed. The first was Biltmore UMC, where five out of six interviewed mentioned 
preaching (exception was the pastor) and the second was Highlands UMC, where four 
out of five people (exception was a staff member) mentioned the pastor’s strength in 
preaching. In many of the Biltmore interviews, members mentioned the use of 
PowerPoint slides during sermons and how the use of visual aids can help in 
understanding the message. One member said, “He tells a phenomenal sermon.  He 


really incorporates a lot of technology into his programs, keeps them very interesting, 
keeps your attention.” The importance of genuine and personal storytelling was 
apparent as well. One Biltmore member said, “When he gives a sermon it's very 
heartfelt and sometimes they're from his own personal experience.” The pastor even 
encourages interaction during his sermons. One member explained, “Then other times 
he might, in the middle of a sermon, say, ‘Okay. I want you to turn and talk with 
somebody near you about what you think that means.’”  
Similar themes appeared in the Highland UMC interviews. Highland members 
appreciated how the pastor did not preach behind the pulpit. One stated:
The other thing that I think makes him a good leader is his sermon style, 
the way he preaches.  He doesn't stand behind the pulpit; he stands, like, 
down in front. He doesn't use a manuscript and he relates it to stories of 
his life or of somebody else's life or of another church. And it just makes it 
very, I think he just connects well with people because he makes the 
scripture very real, and how we can apply it for today.
Not only was the pastor able to help his congregation apply the message to their daily 
lives, but he came across as approachable and open. This was also an important trait 
to members and will be covered in the next section.  
The quality of a pastor’s sermon can bring members to church each week. One 
member stated, “I know every Sunday morning I get excited about hearing his 
message. It's so thought-provoking.” Topical and inspirational preaching can have a 
positive impact on the growth of a congregation as well. Pastors with strong preaching 
skills can draw new attendees, especially in small towns where word of mouth can 
spread quickly. A Lay Leader discussed how she came to be a member of a UMC 
church by explaining:
I was invited . . . and when I came to [the church], I was greeted very 
warmly, surprisingly, by a friend of mine that I had no idea he was going 
to that church, he and his mother. So that was the icebreaker. And then 
after that, I really enjoyed her ministry, her sermons . . . therefore, I just 
kind of said, hey, this is for me.  


The next Towers Watson competency that was most frequently mentioned was 
“demonstrating effective management of the local church” (de Wetter et al., 2010). 
This trait was mentioned by 55% of the members/staff interviewed. Effective 
management is the pastor’s ability to manage the financial and operational aspect of 
being a pastor. This would also include hiring, coaching, managing the church staff an 
influencing with community leaders. 
While pastors are frequently considered spiritual leaders, they do have an abundance 
of daily management responsibilities. “When pastors enter the ministry…they are 
often shocked by how much leadership and management are involved in their 
work” (Burns et al., 2013, pp. 199–200). Our success cases show that despite their 
possible surprise in the quantity of their management activities, pastors of vital 
congregations tend to excel in this arena. Stories were told about pastors who 
partnered with adjacent land owners to negotiate buying additional land to acquire 
additional church property. Another story told of a pastor’s organizational skills due to 
the pastor’s ability to see the gifts in others. “You could put her in an affluent area of a 
city and she could run a multi-staffed church and do it beautifully because she would 
recognize who was good at what, and she would put them in the right spots.” 
As previously mentioned, empowering others was a theme that appeared in the 
member-only analysis and will be discussed in a future section. 
Additional leadership competencies
There were three additional themes that arose from the member-only interview 
analysis that will be reviewed in this section. The first theme was the importance of 
creating a sense of mission and outreach. Eight-one percent of members/staff 
interviewed believed this was an important pastoral trait and could positively impact 
the vitality of a congregation. 
The theme of mission-focused leadership appears in two different ways in the stories. 
First, there are congregations that were mission-focused prior to the arrival of the 
current pastor. In these cases, the pastor continues to embrace this aspect of the 
congregation and encourages them to stay focused outside the walls of their own 
church. Sunrise UMC is a church that was already mission-focused before the arrival 
of the current pastor. He even stated in his interview, “They’re mission focused. The 


bishop felt like this was a good place for someone like me to continue the work that is 
already happening and perhaps to help them take more steps.” The pastor did help 
them take additional steps. Every member interviewed mentioned the strong 
emphasis on outreach the pastor had continued to encourage. One member shared his 
favorite thing about his church by sharing: 
I’d say my favorite story about the congregation is the passion that it has 
for missions . . . there’s always something going on that the church is 
involved in related to missions. I think that really draws people in because 
I think people want to make a difference and when they see a congregation 
that’s so vitally engaged in mission work, helping others, I think it 
naturally draws people.
Another member explained that the pastor encouraged the congregation’s continued 
focus on mission by saying, “He’s very supportive of our mission endeavors.”
The second way this theme appears is that the pastors brought a mission focus with 
them when arriving at those churches. In these situations, there seems to be a 
resurgence of energy around volunteering and donations of time and money to the 
new cause. A good example of this was Higgins UMC, where all members interviewed 
discussed the importance of mission to their congregation. Prior to the arrival of the 
pastor interviewed, the church had gone through a period of upheaval, losing a 
number of pastors after short appointments. The church had been very internal-
focused. When the current pastor arrived, he concentrated on healing the church and 
then helping them look outward. One member said, “Two years later, oh my, now 
we're outside the doors of the church, and we're meeting the poor where they live. 
We're feeding the poor. We're dealing with the poor in spirit. We're talking about our 
own spiritual poverty. So he really brought the message well.” Another member said, 
“We participate in backpack ministries, and in doing that there's excitement in 
bringing that and seeing that children have what they need for school. So there are a 
lot of things going on, and when a new one happens and we get behind it, there's 
excitement behind that.” These stories show how a focus on mission and outreach can 
increase a congregation’s vitality. 


The next most frequently mentioned leadership trait is the ability to build a sense of 
community within the church. This competency was mentioned by 26 of the 51 
members interviewed (62%). The pastor of Massey’s Chapel UMC is an example of this 
competency. Every member of the church interviewed discussed how she was able to 
continue the sense of family the church already had prior to her arrival. Previously, 
most of the members of the church were actually family with only 16 to 20 people 
attending each week. Now, even with a membership of 60 or more, the pastor has 
been able to encourage that strong sense of community. One member stated, “One of 
the things she has started doing also is we have a period during the service when 
everybody greets each other.  Physically gets up out of their seats and shakes the 
hands and speaks to one another and it's sometimes, it takes about three minutes 
because 60 people wandering around is a lot of people wandering around.” The pastor 
has been careful to nurture and sustain this strong sense of community as the 
congregation has grown. One member described the congregation by saying, “We 
enjoy being around each other. We enjoy working with each other. We enjoy 
spreading what we have with others even outside the church.” 
The final trait to be discussed in this section is the pastor’s availability to congregants. 
This behavior was mentioned in 52% of the member/staff interviews. This behavior 
was described as being available to congregants whenever they needed the pastor. 
One member stated, “He does anything and everything. He'll come and fix your garage 
door or he'll look at your battery in your car . . . just stuff that most people wouldn't 
take the time of day to do.”
This behavior was most frequently mentioned as a positive by church members who 
value access to their pastor. Pastors, on the other hand, need to be aware of their 
work-life balance. Bennett and Gawle (2018) found that pastors who were unable to 
disconnect from their role as pastor were more likely to derail. In the success case 
interviews, pastors did discuss ways they are able to disconnect and recharge both 
personally and spiritually. These tactics ranged from walking or running in the woods 
to listening to music while mowing the church’s lawn.  
Comparing Pastor-Identified and Member-Identified 
Competencies


The only two competencies that both a majority of pastors and members/staff 
mentioned are shown in Table 7. The first was empowering others and the second was 
interpersonal and people skills. Each will be discussed. 
Towers Watson competency
The single Towers Watson competency mentioned by both pastors and members as a 
critical skill is “encouraging and empowering others to take ownership” (de Wetter et 
al., 2010, p. 90). When coding, the researchers looked for stories about the pastor 
allowing congregation to lead themselves, delegating to Lay Leaders or committee 
members, and supporting and encouraging members rather than directing their 
actions. Pastors and members from 11 of the 15 congregations discussed the 
importance of the pastor’s guiding, rather than directing the staff and laity in making 
decisions and taking action. There was also mention of trusting that God or the Holy 
Spirit will call lay people and staff and lead them to make decisions and carry out 
plans.
 


 
 

Note. Only includes competencies where more than 50% of interviewees mentioned specific trait. Bold indicates 
competency was mentioned in both pastor-only analysis and member-only analysis.
 
 
Table 7: Percent of Pastor-Only and Staff/Member-Only Interviews Mentioning Each 
Leadership Competencies
 
 
	Competency
	Pastor only
(n = 15)
	Staff/Member 
only
(n = 51)

	Towers Watsons competencies
		
	Conflict management 
	60%
	--

	Empowering others
	53%
	55%

	Personal growth
	53%
	--

	Management
	--
	55%

	Understanding the context 
	67%
	--

	Inspirational preaching
	--
	83%

	Additional leadership 
competencies
		
	Discernment
	60%
	--

	Interpersonal skills
	53%
	71%

	Listening
	53%
	--

	Support
	53%
	--

	Clergy support
	67%
	--

	Building community
	--
	62%

	Mission-focus
	--
	81%

	Availability
	--
	52%




Empowerment within congregations means they can function independently, without 
guidance from the pastor, which is especially important in the United Methodist 
Church because pastors can be moved between churches every few years. Because 
pastors can move at any time, the true leaders of the local church are the congregants 
and volunteers. When a pastor empowers this population, they feel ownership for 
their local church and work harder to ensure its growing and thriving. We see results 
of this commitment to the local church in increased financial giving, increased 
attendance and increased church membership. One pastor described empowering 
others when he said, “I think one of the reasons that we’ve been able to do so much is 
not because of me, but in spite of me. And what I mean by that is because I trust 
people that when I give it to you and you accept it, I leave it to you.”
Another critical piece of empowering lay leaders is finding those people who are 
inspired and ready to take leadership or volunteer positions in the church. One pastor 
explained it: 
Identifying qualified competent leaders giving them a clear task and then 
getting out of the way so they can do it.  If you try to micromanage your 
people, it never turns out well.  A lot of times they will do things differently 
than I would ever conceive of.  Sometimes I have serious questions, like 
really not sure that’s the right approach.  Most of the time when I’ve sat 
back and allowed it to unfold, it has turned out they exceeded my 
expectation.  It was better than I could have done.  
Another church member shared she had seen her pastor exhibit this behavior by 
saying, “He doesn’t have to do everything . . . he does the encouraging behind those 
people [who do].” She continued, “If he sees . . . the gifts that God has given people . . . 
he encourages people with those gifts.” This ability to empower staff and church 
members reflects the UMC structure of shared leadership between clergy and lay 
people.
It is of little surprise that this trait appeared in the pastor-only and member-only 
analysis. Pastors are only one person and the success of a church cannot be only on 
their shoulders. Additionally, member, staff and volunteers within the UMC 


understand it is their local church. Pastors may come and go, but the longevity of a 
congregation is dependent upon its members. 
Additional leadership competency 
The other pastoral leadership trait mentioned by both pastors and members is the 
importance of strong interpersonal and people skills, which was mentioned by 53% of 
pastors, 71% of members/staff, and 61% of all interviewees. This broad category was 
described differently across the churches, indicating that the ability to relate well to 
others is important, but can be implemented differently depending on the particular 
skills and strengths of the individual pastor. In general, the interpersonal skills 
described involved empathy, non-judgment, and being approachable and easy to talk 
to. In particular, there was discussion in a number of congregations of the pastor’s 
ability to adapt their approach and speak and relate in a way that is most appropriate 
to each individual. The examples given included adapting to individuals based on age, 
education level and socio-economic status. One pastor recalled these skills when 
describing her own congregation:
I have people that work at the Duke Med Center. So we've got PhD's. I've 
got a clergy UMC Elder in my community of faith. And then I have people 
that didn't finish high school. Or I have an older gentleman that just got 
his GED since I've been at this church. And meeting the needs of both 
groups requires that what happens in and through “church" isn't about 
intellect, it's about heart. And now preaching's a trick. And I prepare . . . 
trying to meet all those various life backgrounds and experiences.
These social skills are important to church members because they like a pastor who is 
very approachable and real rather than something who is standoffish and aloof. One 
church member explained, “She just has a . . . great approach with people. She's very 
much considerate, and just really tries very hard to connect with people and find out 
what they're thinking about and what they want. She tries to provide that. A great 
sense of humor.” He went on to explain that their previous pastor had been into comic 
books and super heroes and was a little hard to relate to for many church members. 
Other members described their pastors with phrases like “people-magnet” or “she has 
such people skills.” One Lay Leader stated, “He connects with people right where they 


are, and just lets them know that they are important to him, and they are important to 
God, and what’s going on in their life is important.” 
There were also stories about the level of trust that pastors are able to generate with 
congregants. One member explained, “When you go—there's something come up. You 
have that discussion with him. That stays there. It's not going to go nowhere. You 
feel . . . safe discussing stuff with him. And so that keeps people around. That makes 
people want to be around him.” These personal skills are critical for members. 
Leadership Competencies Found Across All Interviews
An additional analysis was completed to determine if there were any new traits that 
would surface when the pastor and member/staff interviews were analyzed together. 
See Table 8 for a view of all competencies mentioned across all analyzed populations. 
While there was no other competency mentioned by a majority in both populations, 
there was one interesting finding uncovered during the analysis. The research team 
wondered why only two pastors mentioned preaching in their interviews, yet this was 
mentioned as a critical skill by 83% of members/staff. Closer analysis indicates that 
preaching, while important to the members and staff, is viewed by the pastors as a 
tool to be used to achieve other goals, rather than a primary goal of its own; in short, a 
means to an end. One pastor discussed the importance of creating “intentionally 
designed services that move, prayerfully so.” He discussed preaching as a method of 
engaging congregation members giving them guidance for living their lives and 
highlighted that artful preaching is not sufficient on its own. He said, “Everything 
that’s happening in the service, it’s around the cohesive theme for the day. And it’s 
engaging and it’s relevant. It’s got to be relevant . . . if it doesn’t connect to our people 
where they are, it doesn’t help them.”
 


 

Note. Only includes competencies where more than 50% of interviewees mentioned specific trait. 

*The competency that the majority of interviewees mentioned in each analysis (pastor-only, member-only and all 
combined).
Table 8: Percent of All Interviews Mentioning Each Leadership Competency		
	
Comparing Successful Traits with Derailing Behaviors
Bennett and Gawle (2018) found that “pastors who exhibit poor leadership skills . . . 
who are unable to disconnect and recharge personally and spiritually, harbor 
unrealistic expectations of themselves, and do not set personal or professional 
boundaries are more likely to derail” (2018, p. 131). Understanding how pastors can 
fail reinforces and confirms the traits of successful pastors found in the success cases.
	Competency (#) 
	Pastor only
(n = 15)
	Staff/Member only
(n = 51)
	Combined
(n = 66)

	Towers Watsons traits
			
	Conflict management (2)
	60%
	--
	--

	Empowering others (3)
	53%
	55%
	--

	Personal growth (6)
	53%
	--
	--

	Management (9)
	--
	55%
	--

	Understanding the context (13)
	67%
	--
	--

	Inspirational preaching (14)
	--
	83%
	59%

	Additional leadership traits
			
	Discernment
	60%
	--
	--

	Interpersonal skills
	53%*
	71%*
	61%*

	Listening
	53%
	--
	--

	Support
	53%
	--
	--

	Clergy support
	67%
	--
	--

	Building community
	--
	62%
	52%

	Mission-focus
	--
	81%
	61%

	Availability
	--
	52%
	--




Bennett and Gawle’s 2018 study analyzed the behaviors that lead to pastors’ 
derailment, the conditions that lead to their derailment and what happened to those 
pastors (i.e., voluntary or involuntary exit from ministry). The most frequently 
mentioned behaviors were poor leadership skills, disengagement from the 
congregation and their responsibilities, an inability to disconnect from ministry, 
incongruent role expectations (about themselves and from the congregation) and 
exhibiting egotistic behaviors. The study also found that triggering events usually lead 
to the pastor’s derailment. These included sexual misconduct, mental or emotional 
distress, burnout, or a misuse of church funds. They found that an involuntary exit 
from a church, or from ministry all together, was the most common result of the 
triggering event. Table 9 shows that pastors who are unable to disconnect are more 
likely to engage in a sexual indiscretion, pastors who have poor leadership skills are 
more likely subjected to mental/emotional strain, and those who are unable to 
disconnect are more likely to experience burnout. 
 

Note. Only stories with two elements (condition, indicator) were included for analysis. N=32 stories. 

*Indicates values with four or more mentions.

From Bennett and Gawle (2018) Coming off the tracks: Identifying (and avoiding) derailing behaviors. Journal of Religious 
Leadership, 17, 114-139. 
Table 9: Comparison of Derailment Elements
	Derailment Elements
	Indiscretion
	Strain
	Burnout
	Funds

	Inability to Disconnect 
	6*
	2
	4*
	
	Ineffective Leadership Skills
	1
	4*
	2
	1

	Disengagement
		3
	2
	
	Exhibits Egotistic Behaviors 
	4*
	1
	1
	1

	Incongruent Role Expectations
	1
	2
	2
	1

		
	Involuntary Exit
	8*
	2
		1

	Voluntary Exit
	1
	2
	2
	
	Continued to Serve
	2
	2
		
	Unknown/Subject Did Not 
Share
	5*
	3
	2
	1




 
If we compare the traits of successful pastors with the behaviors of derailed pastors, 
we can see strong connections. Table 10 compares the most frequently mentioned 
traits of successful pastors with the opposite derailing indicator. 
 
 


 

Table 10: Comparison of Successful Traits to Derailing Behaviors
 
The success cases show that successful pastors can effectively manage conflict, are 
focused on their own personal growth, and exhibit strong management skills. Bennett 
and Gawle (2018) consider those leadership skills and pastors who are less skilled in 
these traits are more likely to derail. Our broader study also showed that successful 
pastors empower others, while derailed pastors are more likely to exhibit egotistic 
	Competency  
	Important 
to pastors
	Important to 
members
	Derailment indicator

	Towers Watsons traits
			
	Conflict management 
	Yes
	--
	Poor leadership

	Empowering others 
	Yes
	Yes
	Egotist behaviors

	Personal growth
	Yes
	--
	Poor leadership

	Management
	--
	Yes
	Poor leadership

	Understanding the 
context 
	Yes
	--
	--

	Inspirational preaching
	--
	Yes
	--

	Additional leadership traits
			
	Discernment
	Yes
	--
	--

	Interpersonal skills
	Yes
	Yes
	--

	Listening
	Yes
	--
	--

	Support
	Yes
	--
	Inability to disconnect;
Role expectations

	Clergy support
	Yes
	--
	Inability to disconnect;
Role expectations

	Building community
	--
	Yes
	--

	Mission-focus
	--
	Yes
	--

	Availability
	--
	Yes
	Inability to disconnect




behaviors, believing they know the best way things should be done, not giving up 
control, or micromanaging their staff and volunteers. 
Successful pastors know that finding support from their loved ones and their fellow 
pastors are important to find balance and a friendly shoulder to lean when things get 
hard. Derailed pastors believe they have to be perfect to be a pastor (role 
expectations) so they do not want to discuss their weaknesses with others. Or, if the 
pastor has a support system, the derailed pastor doesn’t make the time to connect with 
them (inability to disconnect) because they believe they have to be available to their 
congregants at all time, foregoing their own self-care. 
One of the most interesting, and potentially worrisome, findings from the list of 
successful traits is availability. Bennett and Gawle (2018) found that pastors who are 
unable to disconnect from their ministry and their congregations are more likely to 
derail. Yet the results of the success case coding found that church members consider 
availability as an important trait of successful pastors. On a positive note, we found 
that pastors understand the importance of finding a balance between work and life, 
because availability did not surface as a trait of successful pastors when we analyzed 
only the pastor interviews. This is an area worthy of additional research. How do 
successful pastors manage to find the right balance between being available for their 
congregation, while finding time to recharge personally or making time to focus on 
family? 
Limitations of the Study 
There are some limitations to this study. These limitations include the congregational 
selection process, data quality and validity, self-reported results and study 
methodology. 
Most of the churches included in the study are considered rural churches. This lack of 
diversity in participant demographics may have given rise to skewed results. 
Expanding the study to larger, urban churches might yield new and different themes. 
No effort was made to identify congregations that represented specific characteristics 
(e.g., size, socioeconomic, race, culture or stage of organizational maturity). The study 
does not include large churches (attendance greater than 200) and regional 
demographics were not considered during the congregation selection process. Also, 


the UMC Conference was presented the results from the congregations and helped 
identify the most vital congregations from the list that should be included in the study.  
The data that was used during this selection process was incomplete and dated, which 
may have led the Conference to select churches based on their individual view of the 
vitality of the congregation. In the future, it would be ideal to have complete 
objectivity in the selection process of congregations to provide an even clearer idea of 
the spectrum of vital churches in North Carolina.
The data used to identify these congregations for the broader OPPE/CLD is more than 
four years old. If more recent data were gathered and analyzed against the indicators 
of vitality, it is possible these congregations would not be selected to participate today. 
Finally, the congregational leaders from each conference self-reported their results.  
These leaders could have misrepresented the results submitted thus altering the data. 
The Success Case method may also limit the findings because it focuses solely on vital 
congregations and does not look at non-vital congregations. An opportunity for 
further research exists in studying non-vital congregations and comparing and 
contrasting the competencies and factors of pastors across the two populations.
Opportunities for Further Study
There are many opportunities for further study. Each trait of successful pastors could 
result in a study on its own. Examples include the role of external development/
leadership development opportunities play in developing successful pastors, how 
pastors encourage their congregations to shift to a mission/external focus to help the 
community or comparing the vitality of congregations lead by pastors with strong 
interpersonal skills versus those who score lower in that area. 
Finally, several of the female pastors discussed feeling that a bias exists against 
women in ministry. Future studies may choose to understand whether the ratio of 
male pastors to female pastors in the total population differs from the ration in the 
population considered as vital congregations. Researchers may also choose to study 
whether there are differences in the leadership competencies and factors of male and 
female pastors of vital congregations. Another opportunity for further research is the 
gender influence in leadership.  Some of the participants who have female pastors 
commented on their behavioral influences on the growth and success of the church; 


characteristics including their level of care, passion, sincerity, and authenticity were 
expressed. While some of these terms were also used for male counterparts in the 
ministry, it would be a topic to further study the gender role differences and how their 
influences on church participation and growth.
 


6
Recommendations for 
Action
 
These findings are applicable to pastors, denominational leaders, the global 
denomination and seminaries by providing a “North Star” by which to navigate. In 
this section, we will present some recommended actions that can be taken by these 
populations. 
Actions for Pastors 
Pastors should be aware of these competencies and strive to enhance their own skills 
by developing ways to reflect and learn from their own experiences. This type of life-
long learning is found in Clinton’s 1988 leadership emergence theory, which “is based 
on the notion that a sovereign God is actively at work in the developmental process of 
a leader throughout life, providing experiences both good and bad” (Drury, 2003, p. 
60). Pastors should develop their ability to view their actions, behaviors and reactions 
both cognitively and affectively to make meaning of these life experiences and how 
they contribute to or diminish their leadership in ministry (Drury, 2003). 
Actions for Denomination Leaders 
Denomination leaders (e.g., Bishops, District Superintendents) play a critical role in 
supporting pastors and helping them develop the skills and traits needed to create 
vital congregations. Denomination leaders must help pastors make sense of their 
experiences to grow their ability and confidence to learn from them (Postman & 
Weingartner, 1969). Denomination leaders should help seek out opportunities for 
pastors to not only learn from their own experience but also from the experiences 
(positive and negative) of others. 
Denominational leaders should use a leadership competency-based approach to assess 
pastor development. Skill deficiencies should be added to a pastor’s development plan 


each year. Bishops and District Superintendents should also consider a pastor’s 
leadership skills during the annual appointment process; perhaps younger, less 
experienced pastors should be provided with leadership opportunities in an associate 
pastor role (preferably under an experienced lead pastor) rather than being placed as 
a lead pastor in a small church. Helping pastors develop these skills through a 
rigorous and recurring performance assessment process should be one of the 
denomination’s top priorities.
Actions for the United Methodist Church and 
Seminaries/Divinity Schools 
A focus on developing leadership skills should begin before a pastor takes the pulpit.  
Seminaries should be aware of these findings and adjust the course of study 
requirements for pastors and should provide increased opportunities for pastors to 
learn and practice the skills and behaviors outlined in this paper. Student-pastors 
should hold their institutions accountable for providing them with the leadership-
development opportunities required to be a successful congregational leader. These 
institutions must realize they are graduating ministers who are theologically excellent 
but leadership deficient and close the gap by providing more leadership education. 
The United Methodist Church, as a global denomination, should also hold these 
schools accountable for producing pastors with the kinds of skills and competencies 
that increase the likelihood of creating vibrant and vital congregations. 
Leadership development does not only occur in the classroom. There are leadership 
development educational opportunities outside of seminary. The UMC should expand 
and create pastor development experiences that focus on the key levers for successful 
leaders. UMC should also provide pastors the resources to leverage these 
opportunities for continuing education.
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Appendices
A: Email Template Requesting Pastor Participation
 
Dear XXX,
John Bennett of the McColl School of Business at Queens University of Charlotte is 
leading a research and evaluation project sponsored by The Duke Endowment, and 
the NC and Western NC Conferences. The focus is on Residency in Ordained Ministry 
(RIOM) program improvement opportunities, identification of program impacts, 
supporting program expansion opportunities.  In addition, he and his team are 
working to identify ways to enhance congregational vitality. I am writing to ask you to 
consider participating in this project. 
Your congregation has been identified as a vital congregation based on criteria 
established in the 2011 Towers Watson study “UMC Call to Action: Vital Congregations 
Research Project”. I am asking you to voluntary participate in two ways: 1) to allow a 
member of the research team to interview you via phone; and, 2) to identify and invite 
other leaders of your congregation who may be appropriate for the research team to 
interview. Your participation will not be anonymous. While the primary focus of the 
interview will be about the congregation, you will be identified by your role. You will 
have an opportunity to review the transcript of the interview prior to it being 
analyzed by the research team. 
In addition, the research team is asking participating pastors to complete two 
assessments. The WorkPlace Big Five is a personality assessment which is used in 
professional and educational settings. The other is the Congregational Leader 
Behavior Inventory (CLBI), a multi-rater feedback assessment that has been developed 
by this research team based on the 2011 TowersWatson study related to vital 
congregations. With this assessment, you and other raters, that you identify, will 
complete an on-line assessment about your behaviors as a congregational leader. Your 
participation in the CLBI will help the researchers to validate this tool for use with the 


RIOM program and other congregational leaders in the future. It will also provide you 
with feedback that you can use for your own growth and development. Your results 
on both of these assessments will be kept confidential and only you and the research 
team will see your individual results. Any reports outside of the research team will 
use aggregated data with names and other identifying information removed. 
In return for participating, you will be offered an opportunity to receive a copy of the 
case study for your congregation. You will have the opportunity to receive a summary 
of the study report at the conclusion of the project. You will receive reports from the 
two assessments. In addition, your participation will contribute to the ongoing success 
of the RIOM program and future program participants. Each person interviewed will 
receive a $50 Amazon.com gift certificate. And, if you complete the interview and two 
on-line assessments, you will receive your individualized reports and have the 
opportunity to participate in a webinar in which you will receive information about 
how to interpret your results.
Participation in this project is voluntary. You can withdraw from the project at 
anytime without penalty. You may choose to have your data removed from the project 
and not used by contacting John Bennett at bennettj@queens.edu.  Attached is a copy 
of the Informed Consent Form. If you are willing to participate, please sign the form 
and return it to John Bennett electronically or via mail by XXXX 2014.  If you have 
questions about the project or your participation, please contact John at 704-224-4222 
or bennettj@queens.edu.  
Finally, thank you for considering this opportunity. 
 
Carol Goehring 

Executive Director, Church Revitalization 

North Carolina Conference 
 Sally Queen 

Associate Director, Ministerial Services 

Western North Carolina Conference
 


B: Email Template Requesting Staff Participation
 
Dear XXX,
John Bennett. Ph.D. of the McColl School of Business at Queens University of Charlotte 
is leading a research and evaluation project sponsored by The Duke Endowment and 
the NC and Western NC Conferences. The project focuses on the pastor ordination 
process.  As a part of this project John and his team are working to identify ways to 
enhance congregational vitality. I am writing to ask you to consider participating in 
this project.
Our congregation has been identified as a vital congregation based on criteria 
established in the 2011 Towers Watson study “UMC Call to Action: Vital Congregations 
Research Project”. I am asking you to participate by allowing a member of the 
research team to interview you via phone. The interview will last approximately 45 
minutes. Your participation will not be anonymous. Your name will not be included in 
the final reports; however, you will be identified by title. While the primary focus of 
the interview will be about the congregation, you will be identified by your role. You 
will have an opportunity to review the transcript of the interview prior to it being 
analyzed by the research team.
In return for participating, you will have the opportunity to receive a summary of the 
study report at the conclusion of the project. In addition to receiving a copy of the 
final case study report, your participation will contribute to the ongoing success of the 
Residency in Ordained Ministry (RIOM) program and future program participants.  
Each person interviewed will receive a $50 Amazon.com gift certificate. Participation 
in this project is voluntary. You can withdraw from the project at anytime without 
penalty. 
Attached is a copy of the Informed Consent Form. If you are willing to participate, 
please sign the form and return it to John Bennett electronically or via mail by _______ 
2014.  If you have questions about the project or your participation, please contact 
John at 704-224-4222 or bennettj@queens.edu. 
Finally, thank you for considering this opportunity.


Pastor Name: ____________________________________________	 
Title: _____________________________________________________                
 


C: Informed Consent Form for Pastors
 
Informed Consent

Vital Congregation Success Case Study

Pastor Participants
Project Title and Purpose 

You have been invited to participate in a research study entitled Vital Congregation 
Success Case Study. This is a study to identify the leadership competencies that are 
common among pastors in vital congregations. 
Investigator(s) 

This study is being conducted by John L. Bennett, Ph.D., a professor and researcher at 
the McColl School of Business at Queens University of Charlotte. Emily Carpenter, a 
student in the Master of Science in Organization Development (MSOD) Program, is 
assisting Dr. Bennett with this study. 
Description of Participation

In this study, you will be asked a series of questions in a one-on-one interview either 
in person or via telephone. In addition, the research team is asking participating 
pastors to complete two assessments. The WorkPlace Big Five is a personality 
assessment which is used in professional and educational settings. The other is the 
Congregational Leader Behavior Inventory (CLBI), a multi-rater feedback assessment 
that has been developed by this research team based on the 2011 TowersWatson study 
related to vital congregations. With this assessment, you and other raters, that you 
identify, will complete an on-line assessment about your behaviors as a congregational 
leader. 
Length of Participation 

Your participation in this project will take approximately one hour. If you decide to 
participate, you will be one of approximately eight (8) pastor participants from your 
conference.  
Risks and Benefits of Participation 

There are no risks known at this time associated with participating in the study. 


However, there may be risks which are currently unforeseeable. In return for 
participating, you will have the opportunity to receive a summary of the study report 
at the conclusion of the project. In addition to receiving a copy of the final case study 
report, your participation will contribute to the ongoing success of the Residency in 
Ordained Ministry (RIOM) program and future program participants. Each person 
interviewed will receive a $50 Amazon.com gift certificate. Your participation in the 
CLBI will help the researchers to validate this tool for use with the RIOM program and 
other congregational leaders in the future. It will also provide you with feedback that 
you can use for your own growth and development.
Volunteer Statement

You are a volunteer. The decision to participate in this study is completely up to you. If 
you decide to be in the study, you may stop at any time. You may skip any item you do 
not wish to answer.  You will not be treated any differently if you decide not to 
participate or if you stop once you have started.  
Confidentiality

Your participation will not be anonymous. While the primary focus of the interview 
will be about the congregation, you will be identified by your role. You will have an 
opportunity to review the transcript of the interview prior to it being analyzed by the 
research team. Your results on both of these assessments will be kept confidential and 
only you and the research team will see your individual results. Any reports outside of 
the research team will use aggregated data with names and other identifying 
information removed. 
Fair Treatment and Respect

Queens University of Charlotte wants to make sure that you are treated in a fair and 
respectful manner. Contact the University’s Institutional Review Board chair (Dr. 
Laree Schoolmeesters at 704-337-2295) if you have any questions about how you have 
been treated as a study participant. If you have any questions about the project, please 
contact Dr. John L. Bennett at 704-224-4222 or bennettj@queens.edu. 
Participant Consent 

I have read the information in this consent form. I have had the chance to ask 
questions about this study, and those questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction. I am at least 18 years of age, am an emancipated minor*, or my guardian 


has signed below, and I agree to participate in this research project. I understand that 
I am entitled to receive a copy of this form after the researcher and I have signed it.  
By signing your name below, you agree to participating in the focus group research 
and keeping the identities and information shared by other participants confidential.
 
Participant Name: 	____________________________________________	 
Participant Signature: _________________________________________                
Date: ___________________________________________________________
 
Participant Phone Number: ____________________________________
Participant Email : _____________________________________________
 
Researcher Signature: __________________________________________
Date: ____________________________________________________________
 
*Emancipated Minor (as defined by NC General Statute 7B-101.14) is a person who has 
not yet reached their 18th birthday and meets at least one of the following criteria: 1) 
has legally terminated custodial rights of his/her parents and been declared 
‘emancipated’ by a court; 2) is married, or 3) is serving in the armed forces of the 
United States.
 
 


D: Informed Consent Form for Congregation and 
Staff
 
Informed Consent 

Vital Congregation Success Case Study

Congregation and Staff Members
 
Project Title and Purpose

You have been invited to participate in a research study entitled Vital Congregation 
Success Case Study. This is a study to identify the leadership competencies that are 
common among pastors in vital congregations.
Investigator(s)

This study is being conducted by John L. Bennett, Ph.D., a professor and researcher at 
the McColl School of Business at Queens University of Charlotte. Emily Carpenter, a 
student in the Master of Science in Organization Development (MSOD) Program, is 
assisting Dr. Bennett with this study.
Description of Participation

In this study you will be asked a series of questions in a one-on-one interview either in 
person or via telephone. Interviews will be audio-recorded.
Length of Participation

Your participation in this project will take approximately 45 minutes.  If you decide to 
participate, you will be one of approximately 3 to 4 participants from your 
congregation. 
Risks and Benefits of Participation

There are no risks known at this time associated with participating in the study. 
However, there may be risks which are currently unforeseeable. In return for 
participating, you will have the opportunity to receive a summary of the study report 
at the conclusion of the project. In addition to receiving a copy of the final case study 
report, your participation will contribute to the ongoing success of the Residency in 


Ordained Ministry (RIOM) program and future program participants.  Each person 
interviewed will receive a $50 Amazon.com gift certificate.
Volunteer Statement 

You are a volunteer. The decision to participate in this study is completely up to you. If 
you decide to be in the study, you may stop at any time. You may skip any item you do 
not wish to answer.  You will not be treated any differently if you decide not to 
participate or if you stop once you have started. 
Confidentiality

Your participation will not be anonymous. Your name will not be included in the final 
reports; however, you will be identified by title. While the primary focus of the 
interview will be about the congregation, you will be identified by your role. You will 
have an opportunity to review the transcript of the interview prior to it being 
analyzed by the research team.
Fair Treatment and Respect

Queens University of Charlotte wants to make sure that you are treated in a fair and 
respectful manner. Contact the University’s Institutional review Board chair (Dr. 
Laree Schoolmeesters at 704-337-2295) if you have any questions about how you have 
been treated as a study participant. If you have any questions about the project, please 
contact Dr. John L. Bennett at 704-224-4222 or bennettj@queens.edu.
Participant Consent

I have read the information in this consent form. I have had the chance to ask 
questions about this study, and those questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction. I am at least 18 years of age, am an emancipated minor*, or my guardian 
has signed below, and I agree to participate in this research project. I understand that 
I am entitled to receive a copy of this form after it has been signed by me and the 
researcher. 
By signing your name below, you agree to participating in the focus group research 
and keeping the identities and information shared by other participants confidential.
 
Participant Name: 	____________________________________________	 


Participant Signature: _________________________________________                
Date: ___________________________________________________________
 
Participant Phone Number: ____________________________________
Participant Email : _____________________________________________
 
Researcher Signature: __________________________________________
Date: ____________________________________________________________
 
 *Emancipated Minor (as defined by NC General Statute 7B101.14) is a person who has 
not yet reached their 18th birthday and meets at least one of the following criteria: 1) 
has legally terminated custodial rights of his/her parents and been declared 
‘emancipated’ by a court; 2) is married, or 3) is serving in the armed forces of the 
United States.
 
 


E: Interview Protocol for Pastors
 
Interview Questions

Updated 09/22/15
 My name is _____. I am working with John Bennett of the McColl School of Business at 
Queens University of Charlotte who is leading a research and evaluation project 
sponsored by The Duke Endowment, and the NC and Western NC Conferences. The focus 
is on Residency in Ordained Ministry (RIOM) program improvement opportunities, 
identification of program impacts, supporting program expansion opportunities. In 
addition, we are working to identify ways to enhance congregational vitality. Thank you 
for agreeing to participate in this research. 
Your congregation has been identified as a vital congregation based on criteria 
established in the 2011 Towers Watson study “UMC Call to Action: Vital Congregations 
Research Project”. I am asking you to voluntary participate in two ways: 1) to allow a 
member of the research team to interview you via phone; and, 2) to identify and invite 
other leaders of your congregation who may be appropriate for the research team to 
interview. Your participation will not be anonymous. Your name will not be included in 
the final reports; however, you will be identified by title. While the primary focus of the 
interview will be about the congregation, you will be identified by your role. You will 
have an opportunity to review the transcript of the interview prior to it being analyzed 
by the research team.
In addition, the research team is asking participating pastors to complete two 
assessments. The WorkPlace Big Five is a personality assessment, which is used in 
professional and educational settings. The other is the Congregational Leader Behavior 
Inventory (CLBI), a multi-rater feedback assessment that has been developed by this 
research team based on the 2011 TowersWatson study related to vital congregations. 
With this assessment, you and other raters, that you identify, will complete an on-line 
assessment about your behaviors as a congregational leader. Your participation in the 
CLBI will help the researchers to validate this tool for use with the RIOM program and 
other congregational leaders in the future. It will also provide you with feedback that 
you can use for your own growth and development. Your results on both of these 


assessments will be kept confidential and only you and the research team will see your 
individual results. Any reports outside of the research team will use aggregated data 
with names and other identifying information removed. Information about the 
assessments will be sent via email by (date).
In return for participating, you will be offered an opportunity to receive a copy of the 
case study for your congregation. You will have the opportunity to receive a summary of 
the study report at the conclusion of the project. You will receive reports from the two 
assessments. In addition, your participation will contribute to the ongoing success of the 
RIOM program and future program participants. Each person interviewed will receive a 
$50 Amazon.com gift certificate. And, if you complete the interview and two on-line 
assessments, you will receive your individualized reports and have the opportunity to 
participate in a webinar in which you will receive information about how to interpret 
your results. 
We have your Informed Consent form. Thank you.
Do you have any questions before we begin the interview? 
We will now begin to record the interview. Please be patient for a moment while I setup 
the recording. 
For our records, please state and spell your name, your church, and your title. 
 
Today is ___________________________. 
The first section of questions relates to you and your congregation.
 
	How did you get where you are?  Tell me the story about where you were before 

you arrived at your current congregation. 
	Describe the congregation when you arrived as pastor.  What kind of state was 

it in?  What kind of culture existed? 
	What do you do that makes you a successful congregational leader?  What do 

you not do?


	What or who has supported you in your success as a congregational leader of a 

vital congregation?  
	What drives you?  What is your motivation? 

	How do you know you made/make a difference?  What results have you 

achieved? 
	What helped you achieve individual/organizational success?  

	What has helped you be successful in particular:  Knowledge, interpersonal 

skills, abilities, gifts?   
	How did you learn and develop the skills and abilities that have helped you be 

successful? 
	What barriers did you have to overcome to be successful?  How did you address 

them? 
	How is your experience in this congregation different from your past 

experiences in other congregations? (if applicable) 
	What would help you continue your success?  Individually?  From an 

organizational perspective? 
	If you could give advice to your younger self (just starting out as a pastor) what 

would it be? What do you wish you had begun doing sooner? 
 
Now, for a second area of focus, I will ask you to think of one example of a pastor who 
“derailed” We define “derailed” as “…being involuntarily plateaued, demoted, or fired 
below the level of anticipated achievement or reaching that level only to fail 
unexpectedly” (Lombardo, Ruderman, McCauley, 2988, 199).  “Derailment” does not 
include making a personal decision to leave the pastor role or not moving to larger 
congregations. It involves an involuntary action by a person who was viewed as 
successful and promising. Examples include pastors who misappropriate funds, get 
involved in an inappropriate relationship, develop an addiction, or are ousted by a 


powerful coalition in the congregation.  Again, I would like you to think of one specific 
example. It is not necessary that you identify this person by name.
  
	Without naming a particular individual, can you think of a pastor that 

“derailed”? If so, please tell me the story of that pastor.  
	What factors or behaviors do you think contributed to his or her derailment? 

	What were the strengths of that “derailed” pastor?  

	What can you tell me about the church (progress, culture, community, etc.)? 

	From your point of view, what led to their “derailment”? 

	Finally, is there anything else you would like to share? 

 
That is the end of the interview. Before we end this call, I want to give you an 
opportunity to ask me any questions you might have. Do you have any questions?  
Again, thank you for taking time to share your experiences and knowledge.
 
 


F: Interview Protocol for Congregation and Staff
 
Interview Questions

Updated 09/22/15
My name is _____. I am working with John Bennett of the McColl School of Business at 
Queens University of Charlotte who is leading a research and evaluation project 
sponsored by The Duke Endowment, and the NC and Western NC Conferences. The focus 
is on Residency in Ordained Ministry (RIOM) program improvement opportunities, 
identification of program impacts, supporting program expansion opportunities. In 
addition, we are working to identify ways to enhance congregational vitality. Thank you 
for agreeing to participate in this research. 
Your congregation was identified as a vital congregation based on criteria established in 
the 2011 Towers Watson study “UMC Call to Action: Vital Congregations Research 
Project”. Your pastor asked you to participate in this interview. The interview will last 
approximately 45 minutes. Your participation will not be anonymous. Your name will 
not be included in the final reports; however, you will be identified by title. While the 
primary focus of the interview will be about the congregation, you will be identified by 
your role. You will have an opportunity to review the transcript of the interview prior to 
it being analyzed by the research team. 
In return for participating, you will have the opportunity to receive a summary of the 
study report at the conclusion of the project. In addition to receiving a copy of the final 
case study report, your participation will contribute to the ongoing success of the 
Residency in Ordained Ministry (RIOM) program and future program participants.  Each 
person interviewed will receive a $50 Amazon.com gift certificate. And, your 
participation in this project is voluntary.  
We have your Informed Consent form. Thank you. 
Do you have any questions before we begin the interview? 
We will now begin to record the interview. Please be patient for a moment while I setup 
the recording. 


For our records, please state and spell your name, your church, and your title. 
Today is _______. 
 
	What is your role or position at the ______ Church? How long have you been at 

the Church and how long in this role? 
	Describe the congregation/church when your current pastor arrived.  What 

state was it in?  What kind of culture existed? 
	Describe the congregation/church today. 

	What results or changes in your congregation do you credit to the effectiveness 

of the pastor? 5. What evidence do you see that indicates that your pastor is 
effective in leading your congregation? 
	What does your pastor do that makes him or her a successful congregational 

leader?  What does he or she not do?
	What skills, abilities, knowledge or gifts does your pastor have that contributes 

to the success/vitality? of your congregation? 
	What barriers or challenges has your congregation overcome and how did the 

pastor contribute to overcoming them? 
	Can you think of one example of a pastor who “derailed” (“…being involuntarily 

plateaued, demoted, or fired below the level of anticipated achievement or 
reaching that level only to fail unexpectedly” (Lombardo, Ruderman, McCauley, 
2988, 199)) in his or her career?).  “Derailment” does not include making a 
personal decision to leave the pastor role or not moving to larger congregations. 
It involves an involuntary action by a person who was viewed as successful and 
promising. Examples include pastors who misappropriate funds, get involved in 
an inappropriate relationship, develop an addiction, or are ousted by a 
powerful coalition in the congregation.  Again, I would like you to think of one 
specific example. It is not necessary that you identify this person by name.  


	Please do not name the “derailed” pastor. Tell us the story of that pastor. What 

factors or behaviors do you think contributed to his or her derailment? 
	What were the strengths of the pastor? What do you know about the church 

(progress, culture, community, etc.)? 
	From your point of view, what led to their “derailment”? 

	Finally, is there anything else you would like to share? 

 
That is the end of the interview. Before we end this call, I want to give you an 
opportunity to ask me any questions you might have. Do you have any questions?  
Again, thank you for taking time to share your experiences and knowledge.
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                // Use all the available width for the button.
                buttonMargin = 0;
                buttonWidth = buttonLayoutWidth / 2;
            }
        }
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.style.left = buttonMargin + "px";
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.style.width = buttonWidth + "px";
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.style.height = buttonWidth + "px";
        this.goToNextButtonElement.style.right = buttonMargin + "px";
        this.goToNextButtonElement.style.width = buttonWidth + "px";
        this.goToNextButtonElement.style.height = buttonWidth + "px";
        this.goToActiveWidth = 0.2 * viewfinderWidth;
        if (this.goToActiveWidth < buttonLayoutWidth) {
            // The area where a click is equivalent to clicking a go-to button
            // shouldn't be less than the width of the button plus the button margins.
            this.goToActiveWidth = buttonLayoutWidth;
        }
    }
    
    handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent(e) {
        var movePrevious = false;
        var moveNext = false;
        if (e.keyCode == 13 || e.keyCode == 32) /* Spacebar or Enter */ {
            e.preventDefault();
            if (e.target == this.goToPrevButtonElement) {
                movePrevious = true;
            }
            else if(e.target == this.goToNextButtonElement) {
                moveNext = true;
            }
        }
        else if (e.keyCode == 37) /* Left Arrow */ {
            movePrevious = true;
        }
        else if (e.keyCode == 39) /* Right Arrow */ {
            moveNext = true;
        }
        if (movePrevious) {
            if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex > 0) {
                this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex == 0) {
                    this.goToNextButtonElement.focus();
                }
            }
        }
        if (moveNext) {
            if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex == this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                    this.goToPrevButtonElement.focus();
                }
            }
        }
        if (movePrevious || moveNext) {
            this.updateButtonsDisplayState();
        }
    }
    
    setButtonMouseEnterLeaveHandlers(buttonElement) {
        buttonElement.onmouseenter = this.onMouseEnterButton.bind(this, buttonElement);
        buttonElement.onmouseleave = this.onMouseLeaveButton.bind(this, buttonElement);
    }
    
    setButtonFocusHandlers(buttonElement) {
        buttonElement.onfocus = this.onButtonGainedFocus.bind(this, buttonElement);
        buttonElement.onblur = this.onButtonLostFocus.bind(this, buttonElement);
    }
    
    setButtonKeyupHandlers(buttonElement) {
        buttonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent.bind(this);
    }
    
    setButtonsVisibility(showPrev, showNext, showMaximize) {
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToPrevButtonElement, showPrev);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToNextButtonElement, showNext);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.maximizeButtonElement, showMaximize);
    }
    
    hideButtonsNotUnderMouseCursor() {
        var showPrev = this.buttonUnderMouseCursor == this.goToPrevButtonElement;
        var showNext = this.buttonUnderMouseCursor == this.goToNextButtonElement;
        var showMaximize = this.buttonUnderMouseCursor == this.maximizeButtonElement;
        this.setButtonsVisibility(showPrev, showNext, showMaximize);
    }
    
    startButtonsTimeout() {
        this.buttonsTimeout = setTimeout(function() { this.hideButtonsNotUnderMouseCursor() }.bind(this), 2500);
    }
    
    killButtonsTimeout() {
        if (this.buttonsTimeout) {
            clearTimeout(this.buttonsTimeout);
            this.buttonsTimeout = null;
        }
    }
    
    hideButtonsWithoutDelay() {
        this.killButtonsTimeout();
        this.setButtonsVisibility(false, false, false);
    }
    
    viewfinderActionForMousePosition(point) {
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var currentItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
        var viewfinderWidth = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect().width;
        var x = point.x;
        
        if (currentItemIndex > 0) {
            if (x < this.goToActiveWidth) {
                return ViewfinderAction.goToPrev;
            }
        }
        var showNext = false;
        if (currentItemIndex + 1 < itemCount) {
            if (viewfinderWidth - x < this.goToActiveWidth) {
                return ViewfinderAction.goToNext;
            }
        }
        if (this.maximizeButtonElement) {
            return ViewfinderAction.maximize;
        }
        return ViewfinderAction.none;
    }
    
    updateButtonsVisibility(point) {
        var action = this.viewfinderActionForMousePosition(point);
        var showPrev = action == ViewfinderAction.goToPrev;
        var showNext = action == ViewfinderAction.goToNext;
        var showMaximize = true;
        
        if (!this.maximizeButtonElement) {
            this.viewfinderElement.style.cursor = (showPrev || showNext) ? 'pointer' : 'default';
        }
        this.setButtonsVisibility(showPrev, showNext, showMaximize);
        this.updateButtonsDisplayState();
    }

    updateButtonsDisplayState() {
        // Update display style of the next/previous buttons so that they are present/removed from the
        // focus loop at the correct indexes.
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var currentIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
        if (currentIndex == 0) {
            this.goToPrevButtonElement.tabIndex = -1;
            this.goToPrevButtonElement.style.display = 'none';
        }
        else {
            this.goToPrevButtonElement.tabIndex = 0;
            this.goToPrevButtonElement.style.display = 'block';
        }
        
        if (currentIndex == itemCount - 1) {
            this.goToNextButtonElement.tabIndex = -1;
            this.goToNextButtonElement.style.display = 'none';
        }
        else {
            this.goToNextButtonElement.tabIndex = 0;
            this.goToNextButtonElement.style.display = 'block';
        }
    }
    
    onMouseMoveInViewfinder(point) {
        this.killButtonsTimeout();
        this.updateButtonsVisibility(point);
        this.startButtonsTimeout();
    }
    
    onMouseEnterViewfinder(point) {
    }
    
    onMouseLeaveViewfinder(point) {
        this.hideButtonsWithoutDelay();
    }
    
    onClickInViewfinder(point) {
        this.killButtonsTimeout();
        var action = this.viewfinderActionForMousePosition(point);
        switch (action) {
            case ViewfinderAction.goToPrev:
                this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                break;
            case ViewfinderAction.goToNext:
                this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                break;
            case ViewfinderAction.maximize:
                if (this.maximizeButtonElement) {
                    this.galleryObject.maximizeFrame();
                }
                break;
        }
        this.updateButtonsVisibility(point);
        this.startButtonsTimeout();
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.hideButtonsWithoutDelay();
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.hideButtonsWithoutDelay();
    }
    
    onMouseEnterButton(buttonElement) {
        this.buttonUnderMouseCursor = buttonElement;
    }
    
    onMouseLeaveButton(buttonElement) {
        this.buttonUnderMouseCursor = null;
    }
    
    onButtonGainedFocus(buttonElement) {
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, true);
    }
    
    onButtonLostFocus(buttonElement) {
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, false);
    }
}

class GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        
    }
}

class GalleryImageRollManager {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.rollElement = galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-roll")[0];
    }
    
    removeTransition() {
        this.rollElement.classList.remove("gallery-image-roll-transition")
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.removeTransition();
        if (animate) {
            this.rollElement.classList.add("gallery-image-roll-transition");
            this.rollElement.addEventListener("transitionend", this.removeTransition.bind(this));
        }
        this.rollElement.style.left = -(newItemIndex * 100) + "%";
    }
}

class GalleryCaptionRollManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.rollElement = galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
    }

    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.rollElement.style.left = -(newItemIndex * 100) + "%";
    }
}

class GalleryAccessibilityManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.announcementRegionElement =  this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("ax-announcement-region")[0];
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            this.initializeCaptionIDs();
        }
    }

    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        var images = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-full-image"));
        var captions = [];
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            var captionRollElement = this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
            captions = Array.prototype.slice.call(captionRollElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption"));
        }
        images.forEach(function(image, imageIndex) {
                       if(captions.length > 0) {
                       var captionIndex = captions.length > 1 ? imageIndex : 0;
                       var caption = captions[captionIndex];
                       var captionTextElement = this.getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption);
                       if (captionTextElement) {
                       var shouldHide = captions.length > 1 && newItemIndex != captionIndex;
                       captionTextElement.setAttribute("aria-hidden", shouldHide ? "true" : "false");
                       }

                       if (newItemIndex == imageIndex) {
                       this.announceForAccessibility(images[newItemIndex].getAttribute("aria-label"));
                       }
                       }
                       }, this);
    }

    initializeCaptionIDs() {
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            var captionRollElement = this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
            var captions = Array.prototype.slice.call(captionRollElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption"));
            var galleryObject = this.galleryObject;
            captions.forEach(function(caption, index) {
                             var captionTextElement = this.getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption);
                             if (captionTextElement) {
                             captionTextElement.id = galleryObject.getCaptionElementIDForIndex(index);
                             }
                             }, this);
        }
    }

    getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption) {
        var paragraphTagNameArray = ["p", "li" ];
        for (var index = 0; index < paragraphTagNameArray.length; index++) {
            var paragraphTagName = paragraphTagNameArray[index];
            var paragraphElementList = caption.getElementsByTagName(paragraphTagName);
            if (paragraphElementList.length > 0) {
                return paragraphElementList[0];
            }
        }
        // no paragraphs/list items
        return null;
    }

    announceForAccessibility(announcement) {
        var liveRegionElement = this.announcementRegionElement;
        setTimeout(function() {
                   liveRegionElement.setAttribute("aria-label", announcement);
                   }, 500);

    }
}

class GalleryDotManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.dotContainerElement = galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-container")[0];
        this.setupDotElementKeyupHandlers();
    }
    
    setupDotElementKeyupHandlers() {
        var dotElements = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-selectable"));
        dotElements.concat(Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current")));
        var handler = this.handleDotElementKeyUpEvent.bind(this);
        dotElements.forEach(function(dotElement) {
                            dotElement.onkeyup = handler;
                            });
    }
    
    handleDotElementKeyUpEvent(e) {
        var element = e.target;
        var currentIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        if (e.keyCode == 37) /* Left Arrow */ {
            if (currentIndex > 0) {
                this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                var selectedDotElement = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current"))[0];
                selectedDotElement.focus();
            }
        }
        else if (e.keyCode == 39) /* Right Arrow */ {
            if (currentIndex < itemCount - 1) {
                this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                var selectedDotElement = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current"))[0];
                selectedDotElement.focus();
            }
        }
    }
    
    deselectCurrentDot() {
        var currentDotGroupCollection = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current");
        if (currentDotGroupCollection.length > 0) {
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].setAttribute("aria-checked", "false");
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].tabIndex = -1;
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].className = "gallery-dot-selectable";
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.deselectCurrentDot();
        var newCurrentDot = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-selectable")[newItemIndex];
        newCurrentDot.setAttribute("aria-checked", "true");
        newCurrentDot.tabIndex = 0;
        newCurrentDot.className = "gallery-dot-current";

        // work around a bug where WebKit will not render DOM updates sometimes, by temporarily
        // setting the div to display:none, and then back to its previous value.
        var dotDisplay = newCurrentDot.style.display;
        newCurrentDot.style.display = "none";

        setTimeout(function() {
            newCurrentDot.style.display = dotDisplay;
        }, 0);
    }
}

class GalleryMouselessButtonsManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        var viewfinderElement = galleryObject.viewfinderElement;
        this.goToPrevButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToPrev")[0];
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.goToPrevFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent;
        this.goToNextButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToNext")[0];
        this.goToNextButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.goToNextFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        this.goToNextButtonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent;
        this.maximizeButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-maximize")[0];
        if (this.maximizeButtonElement) {
            this.maximizeButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.maximizeFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var showNext = newItemIndex + 1 < this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var showPrev = newItemIndex > 0;
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToPrevButtonElement, showPrev);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToNextButtonElement, showNext);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.maximizeButtonElement, true);
    }
}


class GalleryViewfinderManager {
    addViewfinderHandlers() {
        this.viewfinderElement.onclick = this.onClickInViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmouseenter = this.onMouseEnterViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmouseleave = this.onMouseLeaveViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmousemove = this.onMouseMoveInViewfinder.bind(this);
    }
    
    addObservers() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray = [];
        if (!useMouselessButtons()) {
            this.viewfinderObserverArray.push(new GalleryButtonsViewfinderManager(this));
        }
    }
    
    constructor (galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.galleryElement = galleryObject.galleryElement;
        this.viewfinderElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-viewfinder")[0];
        
        this.addViewfinderHandlers();
        this.addObservers();
    }
    
    viewfinderMouseEventCoordinates(event) {
        var viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
        var point = { "x" : event.clientX - viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : event.clientY - viewfinderBounds.top };
        return point;
    }
    
    onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, handlerName) {
        try {
            var point = this.viewfinderMouseEventCoordinates(event);
            this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                                 observer[handlerName](point);
                                                 });
            stopEventPropagation(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onMouseMoveInViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseMoveInViewfinder");
    }
    
    onMouseEnterViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseEnterViewfinder");
    }
    
    onMouseLeaveViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseLeaveViewfinder");
    }
    
    onClickInViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onClickInViewfinder");
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                             observer.onPageShow();
                                             });
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                             observer.onPageHide();
                                             });
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex) {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function(observer) {
                                             observer.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex);
                                             });
    }
    
}

class TouchManager {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.viewfinderElement = galleryObject.viewfinderElement;
        this.viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
        this.frameWidth = this.viewfinderBounds.width;
        this.dragTouchID = null;
        this.goToPrevButtonElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToPrev")[0];
        this.goToNextButtonElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToNext")[0];
        var element = this.viewfinderElement;
        element.addEventListener("touchstart", this.onTouchStart.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchmove", this.onTouchMove.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchend", this.onTouchEnd.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchcancel", this.onTouchCancel.bind(this), true);
    }
    
    viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event) {
        if (this.dragTouchID) {
            var changedTouchCount = event.changedTouches.length;
            for (var changedTouchIndex = 0; changedTouchIndex < changedTouchCount; changedTouchIndex++) {
                var changedTouch = event.changedTouches[changedTouchIndex];
                if (changedTouch.identifier == this.dragTouchID) {
                    var point = { "x" : changedTouch.pageX - this.viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : changedTouch.pageY - this.viewfinderBounds.top };
                    return point;
                }
            }
        }
        return null;
    }
    
    onTouchEvent(event, doDump) {
        if (doDump) {
        }
        stopEventPropagation(event);
        event.preventDefault();
        if (event.changedTouches.length == 0) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchStart(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            if (!this.dragTouchID) {
                if (event.changedTouches.length > 0) {
                    var changedTouch = event.changedTouches[0];
                    this.dragTouchID = changedTouch.identifier;
                    this.dragStartPoint = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
                    this.dragStartTime = new Date().getTime();
                    this.dragStartX = this.dragStartPoint.x;
                    this.dragStartItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
                    this.lastTouchPosition = this.dragStartPoint;
                }
            }
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchMove(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, false);
            var changedTouchPosition = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
            if (changedTouchPosition) {
                var dragCurrX = changedTouchPosition.x;
                var deltaX = dragCurrX - this.dragStartX;
                var relativeDeltaX = deltaX / this.frameWidth;
                var newItemIndex = this.dragStartItemIndex - relativeDeltaX;
                if (newItemIndex >= 0 && newItemIndex <= this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                    this.galleryObject.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, false);
                }
                this.lastTouchPosition = changedTouchPosition;
            }
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchEndOrCancel(event) {
        var changedTouchPosition = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
        if (changedTouchPosition) {
            var dragEndPoint = changedTouchPosition;
            var dragEndTime = new Date().getTime();
            var didChangeIndex = false;
            var endItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
            var intEndItemIndex = Math.round(endItemIndex);
            var deltaT = dragEndTime - this.dragStartTime;
            // If duration short enough.
            if (deltaT < 250) {
                // If it hasn't resulted in a current item change.
                if (intEndItemIndex == this.dragStartItemIndex) {
                    var absDeltaX = Math.abs(dragEndPoint.x-this.dragStartPoint.x);
                    var absDeltaY = Math.abs(dragEndPoint.y-this.dragStartPoint.y);
                    // If absDeltaX is not trivially small
                    // and absDeltaY is no larger than a fraction of absDeltaX.
                    if (absDeltaX >= 50 && absDeltaY <= 0.4 * absDeltaX) {
                        if (endItemIndex > intEndItemIndex) {
                            if (intEndItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                                intEndItemIndex++;
                                didChangeIndex = true;
                            }
                        } else if (endItemIndex < intEndItemIndex) {
                            if (intEndItemIndex > 0) {
                                intEndItemIndex--;
                                didChangeIndex = true;
                            }
                        }
                    }
                }
            }
            
            this.galleryObject.changeCurrentItemIndex(intEndItemIndex, true);
            
            if (!didChangeIndex) {
                // see if we can handle this as a tap
                if (this.dragStartPoint.x == dragEndPoint.x && this.dragStartPoint.y == dragEndPoint.y) {
                    var viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var prevButtonBounds = this.goToPrevButtonElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var nextButtonBounds = this.goToNextButtonElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var pointInViewfinder = { "x" : event.changedTouches[0].clientX - viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : event.changedTouches[0].clientY - viewfinderBounds.top };
                    prevButtonBounds.x -= viewfinderBounds.x;
                    prevButtonBounds.y -= viewfinderBounds.y;
                    nextButtonBounds.x -= viewfinderBounds.x;
                    nextButtonBounds.y -= viewfinderBounds.y;
                    
                    var x = pointInViewfinder.x;
                    var y = pointInViewfinder.y;
                    var gotoPrev = prevButtonBounds.x <= x && x <= prevButtonBounds.x + prevButtonBounds.width && prevButtonBounds.y <= y && y <= prevButtonBounds.y + prevButtonBounds.height;
                    var gotoNext = nextButtonBounds.x <= x && x <= nextButtonBounds.x + nextButtonBounds.width && nextButtonBounds.y <= y && y <= nextButtonBounds.y + nextButtonBounds.height;
                    
                    if (gotoPrev) {
                        if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex > 0)  {
                            this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                        }
                    }
                    else if (gotoNext) {
                        if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                            this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                        }
                    }
                }
            }
            
            this.dragStartX = null;
            this.dragStartItemIndex = null;
            this.dragTouchID = null;
            this.lastTouchPosition = null;
        }
    }
    
    onTouchEnd(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            this.onTouchEndOrCancel(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchCancel(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            this.onTouchEndOrCancel(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
}

class Gallery {
    createImageRollElement() {
        this.viewfinderElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-viewfinder")[0];
        this.imageRollElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-roll")[0];
        
        var imageFrameElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-cropper"));
        this.itemCount = imageFrameElementArray.length;
    }
    
    completeItemCaptionElements() {
        //this.itemCaptionRolodexElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-item-caption-rolodex")[0];
        //this.itemCaptionRolodexElement.onclick = stopEventPropagation;
    }
    
    addSelectionDots() {
        this.dotContainerElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-container")[0];
        this.innerDotContainerElement = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-inner-container")[0];
        if (this.innerDotContainerElement.getBoundingClientRect().width < this.dotContainerElement.getBoundingClientRect().width) {
            var dotExtenderElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.innerDotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-extender"));
            for (var itemIndex = 0; itemIndex < this.itemCount; itemIndex++) {
                var dotExtenderElement = dotExtenderElementArray[itemIndex];
                dotExtenderElement.onclick = this.selectFrame.bind(this, itemIndex);

                var captionIndex = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption").length > 1 ? itemIndex : 0;
                var captionID = this.getCaptionElementIDForIndex(captionIndex);
                var dotElement = dotExtenderElement.getElementsByTagName("span")[0];
                dotElement.setAttribute("aria-describedby", captionID);
            }
        } else {
            this.innerDotContainerElement.style.display = 'none';
        }
    }
    
    completeTree() {
        this.createImageRollElement();
        this.completeItemCaptionElements();
        if (!this.isFullscreen()) {
            this.addSelectionDots();
        }
    }
    
    addWindowEventListeners() {
        window.addEventListener("pageshow", this.onPageShow.bind(this));
        window.addEventListener("pagehide", this.onPageHide.bind(this));
    }
    
    createObservers() {
        this.currentItemObserverArray = [];
        if (this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption").length > 1) {
            this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryCaptionRollManager(this));
        }
        if (!this.isFullscreen()) {
            this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryDotManager(this));
            if (useMouselessButtons()) {
                this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryMouselessButtonsManager(this));
            }
        }
        this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryAccessibilityManager(this));
    }
    
    startUp() {
        this.currentItemIndex = -1;
        var newItemIndex = parseInt(this.galleryElement.getAttribute("data-current-item-index"));
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, false);
        
    }
    
    constructor (galleryElement) {
        this.galleryElement = galleryElement;
        
        this.completeTree();
        
        this.viewfinderManager = new GalleryViewfinderManager(this);
        
        this.addWindowEventListeners();
        
        this.createObservers();
        this.imageRollManager = new GalleryImageRollManager(this);
        
        if (!useMouselessButtons()) {
            this.touchManager = new TouchManager(this);
        }
        
        this.startUp();
    }
    
    isFullscreen() {
        return false;
    }
    
    changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, animate) {
        if (this.currentItemIndex != newItemIndex) {
            if (Math.abs(newItemIndex - this.currentItemIndex) > 1.0) {
                // Animation is supported only between neighbouring frames.
                animate = false;
            }
            this.imageRollManager.onCurrentItemChange(this.currentItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate);
            var intCurrentItemIndex = Math.round(this.currentItemIndex);
            var intNewItemIndex = Math.round(newItemIndex);
            if (intNewItemIndex != intCurrentItemIndex) {
                this.onCurrentItemChange(intCurrentItemIndex, intNewItemIndex, animate);
                this.galleryElement.setAttribute("data-current-item-index", intNewItemIndex);
            }
            this.currentItemIndex = newItemIndex;
            this.updateImagesAXVisibility();
        }
    }
    
    updateImagesAXVisibility() {
        var currentIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        var images = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-full-image"));
        images.forEach(function(image, index) {
                       image.setAttribute("aria-hidden", index == currentIndex ? "false" : "true");
                       });
    }
    
    goToPrevFrame() {
        var currentItemIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(currentItemIndex-1, true);
    }
    
    goToNextFrame() {
        var currentItemIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(currentItemIndex+1, true);
    }
    
    selectFrame(newItemIndex) {
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, true);
    }
    
    maximizeFrame() {
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.currentItemObserverArray.forEach(function(observer) {
                                              observer.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate);
                                              });
        
        this.viewfinderManager.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex);
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.viewfinderManager.onPageShow();
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.viewfinderManager.onPageHide();
    }
    
    getCaptionElementIDForIndex(index) {
        var captionIndex = index+1;
        return this.galleryElement.id + "-caption-" + captionIndex;
    }
    
    static setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, visible) {
        if (buttonElement) {
            buttonElement.style.opacity = visible ? 1.0 : 0.0;
        }
    }
}

class RegularGallery extends Gallery {
    static setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass(className) {
        var elementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName(className));
        elementArray.forEach(
                             function(element) {
                             element.style.display = 'none';
                             });
    }
    
    static loadGalleries() {
        this.setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass("gallery-fallback");
        this.setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass("gallery-fallback-separator");
        
        var galleryElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName("gallery"));
        galleryElementArray.forEach(function(galleryElement) {
                                    galleryElement.style.display = '';
                                    new RegularGallery(galleryElement);
                                    });
    }
}


function Body_onLoad() {
    RegularGallery.loadGalleries();
}
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