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MY SUPPOSITION/PROPOSITION 
 
Why do we spend so much time in board and committee meetings at church?   
 
There was a time when we used to know what to do, and when and where to do it.  Without a lot of 
time spent talking about it or determining the worthiness of something.  For some, that time is not a 
distant past.  For instance, I can remember when some children at our afterschool program talked about 
how they no longer had a furnace.  When members of the church learned about the dangerous situation 
they went into action. Funds were raised, a furnace was purchased, and a crew of men and women went 
to work with the family to install a new furnace.  Not one committee met; the board did not approve the 
funds; and the Elders simply talked to one another about the family to make sure that relationships 
were being created. Probably most ministers today could tell of such a story from one, or more, of the 
churches that they served.   
 
That is an appealing story of putting our faith into action.   
 
What I want to suggest, however, is that our committee and board meetings meet our needs for action, 
and for community.  We will talk more about our yearning for connection at church through 
conversations that matter in our future Season of Conversation: the World Café.   
 
Our Conversation on Leading and Facilitating Church Meetings for Results will focus on just that – what 
is your responsibility as chair and a member of a meeting to ensure that the desire for connections does 
not mute the need for action.  Instead, we will explore how you can help meet the needs and desires for 
connection, while also move the meeting to attain measurable results.   
 
Because there is often a divide between people who like “process” and people who like “results” I’ve 
decided to not wade into that divide in tonight’s Conversation.  This paper, I hope, will help me, and 
maybe you, to move beyond the seeming binary choice of “process/results;” moving beneath the 
surface and diving more deeply into what is, may be, or could be underlying our intuitive senses about 
committee and board meetings.  There are some underlying themes for church boards and committees 
that I hold, so I thought that by writing about at least some of the topics that arise for me it might be, by 
extension, an invitation for you to explore your assumptions.  
 
CONTEXT 
 
What is the Church?   
 
For me, the Church is the continuation of the community from which Jesus was raised.  And since it is 
continuation of something that he knew, I want to visit the stories in Scripture to explore what his life 
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was like.   From our reading about Jesus through the four Gospels, as well as other literature on Judaism, 
and relationships with Jews, it seems fair to state that Judaism included three religious communities: 
family; synagogue; and the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem.  So, let me capture what I learned by surveying 
the four Gospels about Jesus’ early life at home, in the synagogue, and the Temple.  But before I begin, I 
need to tell you that I honor the fact the Church canonized our Scriptures to include four Gospels.   
Rather than conflating those four Gospels into a homogenized version and call it “the” Gospel, let’s 
embrace and celebrate the diversity of views of who Jesus is as expressed in our four Gospels, as well as 
extended by Luke’s second book, the Book of Acts, and all of Paul’s letters.  Embracing and celebrating 
such diversity of experiences of Jesus in peoples’ lives does more than simply help us to see the 
complexity of who Jesus was and is; it also extends an invitation to each one of us to explore who Jesus 
is in our lives; an invitation to evangelize, to tell the good news, to proclaim with the same sense of 
humility, in our own words how we experience who Jesus is in our lives.     
 
Jesus’ Birth and Early Years: 
 
Matthew opens his Gospel with an accounting of Jesus’ lineage followed by the declaration that Mary 
was with a child.  Joseph, whom Matthew tells us is Mary’s husband, stayed with her during this unusual 
circumstance (Matthew 1).  Mary gave birth to Jesus while they were in Bethlehem (Matthew 2:5).  
Following a brief narrative about wise men from the East, and Herod’s efforts to find this Christ child, 
the wise men escaped to return to their own country, as Mary, Joseph, and Jesus escaped Herod’s reach 
by going to Egypt.  After Herod was dead, Joseph and Mary took Jesus to Galilee, to the town of 
Nazareth.   
 
Mark’s Gospel message is silent on Jesus’ birth and early years.  In fact, Mark begins his Gospel with 
Jesus proclaiming the good news as John the Baptizer preached in the Judean countryside.  Mark notes, 
however, that Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John (Mark 1:9). 
 
Luke tells us that during the reign of Augustus, Joseph went from Nazareth of Galilee to the town of 
Bethlehem where Mary gave birth.  Joseph needed to go to Bethlehem because he descended from the 
house of David, (Luke 2:1-4).  Shepherds were visited by angels who led them to Bethlehem. Eight days 
after he was born, the child was circumcised and named Jesus.  Jesus’ first visit to the Temple was when 
his parents took him there for purification (Luke 2:21-22).  Afterwards they returned to Nazareth in 
Galilee (Luke 2:39).  Each year after Jesus’ parents took him to the Temple during the Festival of 
Passover.  On his twelfth year, unbeknownst to his parents, Jesus remained at the Temple. Three days 
later, his parents found Jesus sitting among the teachers listening and asking questions (Luke 2:41-47).  
Jesus, whom Luke reminds us is in the lineage of David and Jesse and Adam, was about 30 years old 
when he was baptized and began his work (Luke 3:23-38). 
 
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1).  John 
spends no time informing us of Jesus’ lineage, nor where he was born or raised.  Rather, for John, Jesus 
was with God from the beginning.  Not from the beginning of Jesus’ life; from the beginning of time.  So, 
for John to tell the story of Jesus it began with his arrival at the River Jordan to be baptized by John.  
Following his baptism Jesus immediately began to call people to be his disciples, beginning with Cephas, 
or Simon Peter (John 1:35-42). 
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For Matthew, Mark, and Luke, it was important that Jesus was from Nazareth. For Matthew and Luke, it 
was also important that Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  For me, I am intrigued by Jesus being the Word 
(John), and I’ve enjoyed the Christmas pageants with wise men and shepherds (conflation of Matthew 
and Luke), but mostly I am captured by Mary’s singing of what we know as the Magnificat (Luke 1: 46-
55) because it captures so beautifully and eloquently what I believe is the true meaning of the coming 
Christ child.   
 
Jesus’ Disciples – the 4th Dimension of Community: 
Calling disciples was Jesus’ fourth dimension of community that became important to his faith formation 
(Matthew 4:18; Mark 1:16; Luke 5:1-11).  Each of the four Gospels has a slight twist on the calling of the 
twelve Disciples, but all four Gospels do tell us that Jesus called twelve Disciples.  Then, for three years, 
Jesus traveled with this group of twelve, as well as many others who often formed as the crowd in the 
backdrop of stories, teaching them through lessons, stories, parables, and action what it meant to live 
into their faith.     
 
We can see how Jesus engages with the twelve disciples by reading each of the Gospels.  For instance, 
Mark might leave you thinking that the twelve disciples are not terribly bright because he has to teach 
the same lesson.  This is particularly true when it comes to Jesus telling his disciples that he must suffer, 
die, and then be resurrected (Mark 8:31; 9:30, 10:32).  Or, for instance, when Matthew tells us that 
Jesus taught the disciples what we now call the Beatitudes, (Matthew 5), followed by a long series of 
teachings (Matthew 5-7), followed by actions (Matthew 8-10), and finally by explaining to them what a 
parable is and how they function (Matthew 13).  John’s Gospel has what has been described by scholars 
as seven signs – the seven different times that Jesus used a sign (e.g., turning water into wine at Cana 
(Ch 2); healing paralyzed man at Bethesda (Ch 5); walking on water (Ch 6); raising Lazarus (Ch 11)) to 
point the disciples to have faith in God, through Jesus as the Christ.   
 
As each Gospel marches Jesus to the cross, the authors share with us the many ways that Jesus tried to 
help the twelve disciples (students) understand what it means to be a follower (student) of the Way.  
But to a “t,” not one of them was able to hold onto those teachings while he was still with them.  Even 
when Jesus climbed, or was raised up on the cross, the eleven remaining disciples were slow in 
understanding even as Jesus gave instructions of who was to go with whom (John 19: 25-27), or when 
Jesus cried out the opening words to Psalm 22 (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”) 
(Matthew 27:46 and Mark 15:34).  At the foot of each story about the cross stood not one of his twelve 
disciples.   
 
Mark’s Gospel is the only story that ends with an empty tomb (Mark 16: 9-20 is marked by many 
authorities as being doubtful).  Matthew tells us that the two Mary’s went to the tomb to anoint Jesus’ 
body but found an empty tomb.  There, they were met by an angel who told them to go tell the eleven 
disciples.  In Luke, the “women” who went to the tomb were met by men in dazzling clothes who 
reminded them of what Jesus had told them. The women told the eleven disciples, but the disciples did 
not believe the women until Peter ran to the tomb to see for himself. As if that was not enough, later 
two disciples encountered “a man” on the Road to Emmaus.  John tells us that it was only Mary 
Magdalene who went to the tomb, saw that it was empty, and ran to tell Simon Peter and the other ten 
disciples.  It is John who sums up what the other two Gospel writers implied when he wrote, “. . . as yet, 
they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead.”   
 



4 
 

The Gospels teach us so much about what it means to be a follower (student) of Jesus as the Christ, and 
to join him on the Way.  Yet, we often miss one important lesson --- that we, too, miss the message even 
when we proclaim it as our own. Or, to say it another way, that we are all learners on the Way.  
Learning, and re-learning. Teaching, and re-teaching.  Singing, and re-singing.  And as much as we 
embrace Jesus’ teaching to not be a stumbling block to others, we still stumble, and re-stumble – along 
the Way.  And the Way is not a clear, single, straight line but is, instead, a winding, curving path that 
often intersects itself many, many times to help us learn the lessons that we thought we learned the 
first time we heard, saw, or felt that lesson.  God is not done with us – yet! Thanks be to God! 
 
THE CHURCH AS ONE OF OUR COMMUNITIES 
 
We are called to live into the gift of community (John 17; Romans 12; I Cor 12:12 -31).  As learners.  As 
friends (John 15:12-17).  And not only as friends, but as people who love one another.   
 
Since the 1st Century following the death of our Lord, we have been struggling with how to be in 
community with one another, thus the many letters that Paul wrote to the various churches as well as to 
his students (e.g., Timothy, Titus).  Literature that describes life before the birth of Jesus, though, reveals 
how such striving to live in community with others is a hard-won proposition.  In fact, it is never “won.”  
Yet we do try. And try.  Now, more than two millennia later, The Church continues to journey on The 
Way trying to discover what it means to be The Church.   
 
When I first began attending church I was in my early-twenties.  I joined First Christian Church in Des 
Moines, Iowa when I was 25, affirming that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the Living God, and was (and 
still is) my Lord and Savior.  First Christian was a thriving church with an active board and committee 
structure, a vibrant Sunday School for children and adults, a huge variety of small groups that spanned 
from sports teams to people who gathered together for social justice, and a large choir that filled the 
sanctuary each Sunday as some 500 people worshipped together.  The 5-story church building was 
bustling every Sunday from top-to-bottom.  In 2019 that church building, having been beautifully 
renovated not many years ago, was sold because it was too large for the 75-100 people who were now 
worshipping on Sundays.  Did First Christian stop being church?  Has the meaning of what it means to be 
church been diminished by the decreased numbers of people who gather on Sundays, and declining 
number of activities and small groups? 
 
While First Christian’s story isn’t every church’s story, it seems to capture at least some of the sense that 
we have of what is happening in our Disciple churches.  The Regional Church, I hope, is a place where 
Local Churches can turn for --- not answers or solutions – a partner.  Partners do not seek to do for the 
other what they can do for themselves, but as a partner, the Regional Church can provide support, 
resources, and input.  And in our denomination, the three manifestations of Church are in covenant with 
one another.  In covenant, Local Churches are not independent, but they are autonomous.  Which 
translates to Local Churches accepting or leaving any support, resources, or input.  As I believe it should 
be in a true partnership.   
 
As Regional Minister here in Nebraska I have been invited to work with many of our Local Churches.  
And it has been an honor to be their partner as they consider what it means to be The Church today.  
Some of the churches have fully embraced the support, resources, and input that I have sought to 
provide.  But mostly the Local Churches have selected what they wanted, or felt was most helpful, and 
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left the rest.  Over time, I have been able to gather what I hope is a helpful way of looking at The Church 
today, and exploring how we get “unstuck” from where we are so that the Local Church can adapt to 
pressing realities they face from within The Church, and from outside of The Church.  To help facilitate 
the conversation that might lead The Church to planning for their future, I have collected a series of 
resources for the Local Churches to consider:  

❖ Functional Church Organizations; 
❖ Life Cycle of the Church with Decline and Renewal; 
❖ “S” Curve Life Cycle; 
❖ Religious versus Spiritual (chart from Dianna Butler Bass’s book Christianity After Religion);  
❖ Technical Change versus Adaptive Change, Leadership and Culture (from Ron Heifitz work on 

adaptive change);  
❖ Bowen’s Family Systems work; and 
❖ Finding Your Why to Get Unstuck;  

 
Let’s begin here with the first consideration. In 1947, the Christian Board of Publication published a book 
that included a church organizational chart:  
 

 
 
The book was heralding this organizational chart as the template by which the Local Church would order 
its community.  The Local Church, it seemed, should have the state-of-the-art business structure to go 
along with its not-for-profit tax status.  While reviewing the slide of the organizational chart with 
members of our Local Churches, participants could see that their Local Church governance structure 
today is still the same “as it ever was.” 
 
There are probably many reasons for the adoption of this particular organizational structure.  Those of 
you who were in a Local Church in the 1940s and 1950s probably have insights to share.  As someone 
who is really standing from the outside of this time period it seems that one part of the story around the 
Local Church adopting this structure is that a structure was needed to enable the growing number of 
people to have input and to make sound decisions together.  That is, the Local Church needed to create 
ways for all of its people to participate in the life of the Church.   
 
For more than 75 years now, most of our Local Churches have utilized committees of one kind or 
another to gather people together for a particular area of focus.  Reviewing the organizational chart 
above, let’s see if the committees/departments are still familiar: Membership, Worship and the Fine 
Arts; Christian Education; Evangelism; World Outreach; Christian Action and Community Service; and 
Stewardship and Finance.  The one Committee that is not included, but may need to be is Property – 
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which may have been served by the Trustees (seen in 1947 as being someplace between the 
Congregation and the Board). 
 
Our Committees have served a tremendous purpose, and deserve to be celebrated.  It is, after all, the 
Local Church of Mainline Protestant denominations like the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), along 
with the Catholic Church, Judaism, and Islam, that our society has responded to emerging crises.  

❖ Health care - creation of many local hospitals;  
❖ Housing – creation of many nursing homes and senior housing communities; 
❖ Food insecurity and hunger – creation of food pantries/foodshelves and Food Banks; 
❖ Homelessness – creation of homeless shelters, transitional housing programs, and affordable 

housing. 
 
Our Committees have been the breeding grounds for great ideas and new initiatives.  And we bask in 
those glory days, knowing that it was our collective efforts of many churches within our denomination, 
and across denominational and faith tradition lines, that we have been able to address many of our 
society’s disparities, inequalities, and inequities. 
 
For 75 years these Committees have served as the petri dish for new ideas; many have died due to a lack 
of support, many others have been nurtured and have flourished, often into something not seen at its 
inception.  Sometimes Committees have embarked on new ideas alone, other times with the blessings 
of the Board of Directors.   
 
Now, 75 years later, these same Committees are burdened with the expectations of supporting the 
historical legacy of the Committee’s work which translates into supporting the Local Church as an 
institution.   
 
THE BOARD AND COMMITTEES TODAY 
 
Today, the Local Church is burdened with far too many expectations: to sustain the existing image and 
function of the church; to create a new image and function of the church; to either choose a side, 
and/or heal the divisions of our social stratifications; to fulfill Matthew 25: to feed the hungry, to 
provide water to the thirsty, to cloth the naked, to visit the prisoner, to welcome the stranger, and to 
care for the sick; to fight for justice; to be the peacemakers; to grow the church in its membership while 
not changing the culture of the church.   
 
That list has been sanitized by my not explicitly naming the issues where the Local Church is at best 
asked, and more often required to speak out.  My experience has been that people of faith and the Local 
Church often nest themselves in a broader ecumenical and/or interfaith organization where their voices 
for peace and justice can be proclaimed.  How we as people of faith, and our Local Churches take up 
such issues of social justice grounded in our faith tradition may be a consideration in a future 
Conversation. 
 
For today, however, I want to return to the Church’s Committees and the Board.   
 
We began this paper considering the communities into which Jesus was born and raised; the 
communities that shaped his faith, life and work.  It is only through imagination that I conclude that 
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Jesus was nurtured in his faith through his relationships with Mary and Joseph, with the teachers at the 
local synagogue and The Temple in Jerusalem (remember, he was found at The Temple at he age of 12 
sitting at the feet of teachers).  Jesus reflected such relationships in the way that he journeyed alongside 
the twelve disciples, sat with them, and invited others to join them.  Two stories might serve to help us 
to remember what I mean.   
 
First is the story of the feeding of the 5,000 men recounted by all four Gospels.  The disciples thought 
Jesus wasn’t thinking right when he told the twelve to feed the 5,000 plus women and children.  
Incredulous! If such a request was made in The Church today I would have thought the teacher, the 
chair of the committee, or whoever said such a thing would be outside of their mind.   I would have 
been one of those disciples who asked “Are we to go and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread and 
give it to them to eat?”  But here is where we can take note – Jesus did not answer the question. He did 
not take up the argument.  There was no debating the best way forward among the committee of 
twelve, or thirteen.  Jesus turned the conversation personal – “How many loaves have you? Go and see” 
(Mark 6: 31-44). Feeding people was important.  How they were fed was also important.  But just as 
important were the relationships.  Jesus reminded his followers of the Way that who we are is as 
important as what we do.  By asking the disciples to put their kitty in the middle first (see Acts 2: 43-47), 
they found that the community was made whole.   
 
The second story is that of Mary and Martha.  This story appears in the Gospel According to Luke (10: 
38-42).  Martha opened her house to Jesus and then busied (Luke uses the word “distracted”) herself 
preparing what was needed, while Mary sat at Jesus’ feet. Jesus weighs in when Martha complains that 
Mary is not helping her with the preparations, saying to Martha that Mary has chosen “what is better.”  
Mary has chosen to do what Jesus did at The Temple, and surely in his local synagogue, and in his home 
– sitting at the feet of those who would teach him.   
 
THE CHURCH AS COMMUNITY 
 
We are invited to live into God’s gift of unity for all Christians.  To draw us into that sense of belonging 
to the Oneness in Christ, and to nurture and form our faith in God, and to motivate our faith into action 
we are asked to be a part of a community. A community that we call The Church.   
 
Like any human endeavor, the Church needs structure.  A structure that will provide that sense of 
belonging that will nurture our faith as we grow in the likeness of God.  For instance, the Functional 
Church Organization of 1947 I believe sought to provide such a means for belonging, nurture, faith 
formation, and action for the growing number of people who were participating in Church life.  But now 
that structure is too unwieldy and unyielding.  And under its weight, most of our Churches have not 
found it possible to adapt to the changing society in these last 75 years. 
 
The growing frustration has become another crisis that the Church has to face. But instead of the social 
crises that the Church has proven to be adept in addressing, this crisis does not knock at our front doors.  
It does not need to knock, because this crisis is inside the Church.  And we are not as adept at addressing 
our own crises the same way that we address someone else’s situation.  “Why do you see the speck in 
your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye?” Matthew (7:3) reminds us.  
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Mainline Protestant Churches have been struggling with being The Church for more than 30 years; as 
the number of people who are attending and participating declines so, too, do our tithes and offerings 
making it increasingly difficult to sustain The Church as it has been.  In place of nurturing our faith, our 
committee and board meetings have become a place where there is much hand-wringing about the 
state of The Church, reminiscing about earlier years, and wondering where everyone has gone or 
blaming the “mega” churches that are emerging. In the process we are forgetting that many of the 
Mainline Protestant Churches are the big, old buildings from the 1950s and 1960s – the “cathedrals” or 
our day – the “mega” churches of yesteryear.  Is this one of those lessons that we are being asked to 
learn, again?  Has The Church Universal, throughout time, faced this reality in our past?  Is God inviting 
us, not so much into something new, as something old?   
 
It is difficult for us to accept, and to name that we are in need of help, and especially to name publicly 
that we are in a crisis.  It seems that part of being human is an effort to portray ourselves as self-
sufficient.  Which is the antithesis of what it means to be a Christian, called into community as The 
Church. And holding onto our way of being Church, including our buildings, our staffing, our liturgies, 
and our organizational structure is quite possibly the “old wineskin” that Luke (5:37) had in mind when 
he recounted the parable.   
 
Maybe if we can let go of our existing structures, and the assumptions that underly the need for those 
structures, we can more openly explore and discover together the treasures that God has in store for us.  
Maybe we can find ways of connecting with one another that is both breathtakingly familiar and 
refreshingly new.    
 
CONSIDERATIONS FOR MEETINGS 
 
What follows are some thoughts about how to live into the kind of community that The Church is called 
to be.  Since most of our churches do have a Board and Committee structure (by whatever name(s)), 
let’s take a look at the “what” and “how” of our meetings, the various roles that people play in those 
meetings, and how you can help to navigate the group towards results.  The paradox is that the very 
structures that seem to be holding us back may very well be the structures that guide us through our 
current realities and out of our stuck-ness.  If only we can find a way to embrace the new wine and 
envision a new wine skin.   
 
While this paper points in many possible directions, including envisioning a new structure for The 
Church, tonight’s Conversation focuses on how we can strengthen the way that we are currently living in 
this community of The Church through the more traditional structure of Boards and their Committees; 
that is, how those meetings might facilitate both our need for relationships and our need to “get things 
done.”   
 
What follows is a power point and, finally, there is a list of resources that will further equip church 
leaders to facilitate meetings, as well as possible ways we might explore a new way of structuring our 
churches today – that help us meet our needs for Nurture and Mission.   
 

  



9 
 

Leading and Facilitating Church Meetings For Results 
Rev. Chris Morton 
November 9th  
 
A Season of Conversations 
2020 Virtual Regional Assembly 

 
Slide 1       Slide 2 

 
 
Slide 3       Slide 4 

 
 
Slide 5       Slide 6 

 
 
 
 
 
 



10 
 

 
 
 
Slide 7      Slide 8

 
 
Slide 9       Slide 10 

 
 
Slide 11       Slide 12 

 
 
 
 
  



11 
 

Leading and Facilitating Church Meetings For Results 
Rev. Chris Morton 
November 9th  
 
A Season of Conversations 
2020 Virtual Regional Assembly 

 
Resources: 
 
Facilitating Meetings: 
 
1. Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making, Third Edition, by Sam Kaner – Jossey-Bass, 2014 
2. Field Guide to Nonprofit Strategic Planning and Facilitation, by Carter McNamara, Authenticity 

Consulting, 2003 
3. Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes are High, by Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, 

Ron McMillian, and Al Switzler, McGraw-Hill, 2002 
 
 
Innovative Thinking for the Emerging Church: 
 
1. Standford University’s Social Innovation Review – a monthly publication with weekly Emails: 
http://www.ssirdata.org/#tile_tickets_anchor?utm_source=Event_Email&utm_campaign=SSIR_Live&ut
m_medium=Email  
 
2. The Emerging Church: A Model for Change and a Map for Renewal (2008) by Bruce Sanguine 

http://www.ssirdata.org/#tile_tickets_anchor?utm_source=Event_Email&utm_campaign=SSIR_Live&utm_medium=Email
http://www.ssirdata.org/#tile_tickets_anchor?utm_source=Event_Email&utm_campaign=SSIR_Live&utm_medium=Email

