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ABSTRACT 

The researcher serves as pastor of a rural congregation in the Christian Church (Disciples 

of Christ.) The denomination is congregational in its polity, with the local congregations having 

the ability to organize for ministry, call pastors, and own property. Local congregations are 

related to one another through geographic divisions known as clusters, areas, and regions. 

Marshfield Christian Church is a part of the Ozark Lakes Area of the Christian Church of Mid-

America (Disciples of Christ).
1
 The researcher has been and remains active in the leadership of 

these two middle judicatory levels of the denomination. 

The Area and Regional expressions of the church in Missouri have been experiencing 

financial struggles over the past few years and are in the process of restructure. This project 

surveyed a sampling of congregational leadership and pastors from throughout the region to 

determine the needs of the two groups. The results of these surveys along with the review of 

biblical narrative and leadership literature were shared with the leadership team for the region 

and will be used as reference for developing a plan for the restructure of region. The implications 

of leading from a Disciples theological perspective, leading over distance, and providing a deep 

sense of connection, are three important aspects highlighted by this research. The results of this 

study will be shared with the regional leadership team as reference as they design the future of 

middle judicatory ministry in the Christian Church of Mid-America (Disciples of Christ). 

 

 

  

                                                 
1
 Also known as the Mid-America Region. 
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PROJECT PROPOSAL 

Problem 

In recent years, financial support for the Ozark Lakes Area, the middle judicatory 

ministry of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in southwest Missouri, has waned to the 

point where decisions about the structure of the ministry are at a crisis point. There is an apparent 

disconnect between local congregations, pastors, and the Area Minister. 

Objectives 

 Determine the needs of the congregations and of the pastors in the area and plot a 

potential course for restructure or marketing. 

Methodology 

The researcher will meet with the Area Minister, who will also serve as the On-Site 

Coordinator, and conduct an interview to assess the current mission. During the interview the 

researcher will also seek to understand the way in which the Area Minister is meeting the needs 

of the customers, the area churches, and pastors. Following this meeting the researcher will email 

a survey to each of the 60 area churches, with a paper copy when no email contact is available. 

This survey will seek to ascertain the bright spots of connection between the local congregation 

and Area Minister. The researcher will also conduct a brief interview with 30 of the pastors of 

the 60 area churches. These interviews will seek to understand the pastor’s needs as these may 

differ from the needs of the congregation. These research tools will ask the congregations and 

pastors to identify times within the congregation when the Area Minister provided a meaningful 

ministry, and to identify any times when they felt a ministry need was not met by the Area 

Minister. The results of the research be compiled and any trends identified. The researcher will 

then work with the Area Minister to present the findings to the congregations in a series of 



 

 

meetings around the area. The researcher will also work with the Area Board and Area Minister 

to develop a plan to be presented for feedback at the Area Assembly to be held in early 

November. 

 

Resources 

o Biblical research as to the role of leaders, like Paul, to congregations that were 

geographically distant. 

o Historical research as to the development of the middle judicatory level of 

ministry and its role in the life of the congregation and pastor. 

o Interview(s) with the Area Minister 

o Interviews with congregations and pastors 

o Leadership and organizational research, including The Five Most Important 

Questions, Close, and other books and journal articles. 

o Digital recorder, computer and software to record, compile and analyze the 

interviews. 
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PROJECT REPORT 

The research for this project consisted of a survey of biblical scripture, historical 

structures for ministry within the denomination, contemporary literature related to management, 

and surveys of both congregational leaders and pastors. These research streams were then 

compared and evaluated to develop ideas for the practices and structures which will serve as 

reference material for the future organization of middle judicatory ministry in the Christian 

Church of Mid-America (Disciples of Christ.) The project was timely as the Mid-America 

Region is in the midst of the process of restructure. A few weeks after the researcher began this 

project, a meeting was held to discuss disbanding the four Area Boards and consolidating the 

administration of the Region into one board with deployed staff in each of the four Areas.  

While this plan addresses the redundancy in leadership and administration, having four 

Area Boards and one Regional Board to which each member of the Regional ministry team is 

responsible, it does not address the issue of financial feasibility. This project also does not 

directly address the issue of financial support, striving rather to identify what attributes of middle 

judicatory ministry would be most beneficial. This is done in the anticipation that securing 

funding for a vital ministry will not be as tedious as funding a ministry viewed as extraneous. 

This project seeks to identify the needs of two separate groups, pastors, and congregations and 

investigate what scripture, tradition, and the present context indicate are the best steps to take in 

reshaping the middle judicatory ministry in the region. 
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Biblical-Theological Research 

The Bible does not directly provide a description of how denominations are to structure 

their ministry. However, this does not mean denominations are without scriptural guidance in 

matters of structure. Early on in the Judeo-Christian narrative examples of leadership begin to 

appear.  

Exodus 18 is one such example. Moses’ father-in-law, Jethro, comes to visit and is 

concerned by Moses’ practice of sitting as the sole judge on behalf of the people. Jethro suggests 

Moses appoint judges over smaller numbers of people. He advises Moses “select capable men 

from all the people—men who fear God, trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain—and appoint 

them as officials over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens."
1
 (Exodus 18:21) However, these 

judges are not given complete autonomy. They are empowered to rule in simple matters, but if 

the case is a particularly difficult one, they are to bring it before Moses. (Exodus 18:22) This 

passage shows a traditional, hierarchical, design for leadership where leaders are given 

responsibility for a group of people and then expected to report to their supervisors when the 

situation exceeds their authority. 

However, this situation does not exactly fit the understanding of the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ.) In this context, the denominational expressions of the church have no real 

authority over the local congregation. It is often said the denomination speaks to the 

congregation, not for the congregation. Each local congregation is an autonomous and voluntary 

member of the denomination. 

Because of this structure, the relationship is very similar to a local congregation. In the 

local church each member chooses to be a part of the community of faith, and chooses their level 

                                                 
1
 Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture citations are from The Holy Bible, New International Version, 

(Colorado Springs, CO: International Bible Society, 1984). 
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of involvement and financial support. The same is true of congregations within the Christian 

Church (Disciples of Christ.)
2
 Each congregation chooses to be a part of the covenantal 

relationship and determines their own level of involvement with the denomination, region, and/or 

area. Therefore, some churches are more involved with those larger expressions, whereas others 

function almost autonomously. 

The most notable area in which churches are not completely autonomous is in the 

ministerial search and call process. The ordination of ministers and the process by which they are 

called to congregations relies heavily on the Regional expression of the church. In this case, 

candidates for ordination are taken under care of the Regional Commission on the Order of 

Ministry where they are nurtured in their growth and development as ministers. In addition, 

when a minister is searching for a call, or a congregation searching for a pastor, the search and 

call process is facilitated by both the denomination, and the regional ministry staff. However, the 

local congregation is the locus of the calling of a minister; pastors are not assigned to churches 

by either the Area or Regional Ministers. 

The Exodus account of the structure of Judges is not the only source for instruction on 

how to structure the community of faith found in scripture. The story of the Jerusalem council in 

Acts 15 can also be interpreted to show a scriptural plan for the structure of the church. In the 

account Paul and Barnabas are embroiled in a conflict with “certain people [who] came down 

from Judea and Antioch and were teaching the believers: ‘Unless you are circumcised, according 

to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.’” (Acts 15:1) After attempting to deal with 

the situation themselves, Paul and Barnabas were appointed to take the matter to the leaders in 

Jerusalem. After being presented with the case “the apostles and elders met to consider this 

                                                 
2
 Referred to in this paper as “Disciples.” 
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question.” (Acts 15:6) Peter and James then address the assembly and a decree is handed down 

stating Gentiles should “abstain from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the 

meat of strangled animals and from blood.” (Acts 15:20)  

The counsel then sent Paul, Barnabas, Judas, and Silas back to the churches with a letter 

from the counsel detailing the decision. The letter states the teachers who insisted Gentiles keep 

the laws of Moses, including circumcision, did so “without our authorization.” (Acts 15:24) This 

indicates there was at least some authority given to the apostles and elders in Jerusalem. 

What is less clear is the basis for that authority. The story of the Jerusalem counsel can be 

interpreted to understand the authority of those leaders was assigned to them by the church in 

Antioch and not imposed on the outlying churches by some structure in Jerusalem. This 

interpretation is foundational to the understanding of how authority functions in the Disciples. 

For Disciples, all authority is rooted in the local congregation. The denominational and middle 

judicatory ministries are given authority, but it is understood as granted, not imposed. 

One of the early fathers of the Disciples, Alexander Campbell “understood the 

organization of the church to be divinely given.”
3
 He viewed “the church is a ‘Christocracy’ in 

which the rulers or bishops make no laws but only see that Christ’s laws are known and 

obeyed.”
4
 This ecclesiology sought to model the modern church after the church as understood in 

the Bible, especially in the book of Acts. However, in the years after Campbell the “Disciples 

replaced the restoration model of church organization with a functional model.”
5
 

                                                 
3
 Douglas A Foster, Paul M. Blowers, Anthony L. Dunnavant and D. Newell Williams, eds. The 

Encyclopedia of the Stone-Campbell Movement, Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), Christian 

Churches/Churches of Christ, Churches of Christ. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004). s.v. “Doctrine of the 

Church”, 207. 

4
 Foster, et al., s.v. “Doctrine of the Church”, 207. 

5
 Foster, et al., s.v. “Doctrine of the Church”, 209. 
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The changes in the structure of the church parallel changes in the name of the 

organization. 

The changes in name from International Convention of Disciples of Christ (1917) to 

International Convention of Christian Churches (Disciples of Christ) in 1957 to General 

Assembly of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in 1968 mark the changes in the 

perception of the convention from an association of persons to an association of churches 

(plural) to a manifestation of the church (singular), or a denomination.
6
 

The transition from a movement to a denomination led to different ways of churches relating to 

one another. The structure of Areas and Regions has developed to foster the connections between 

local congregations. The Area and Regional Ministers have served as resources for the local 

congregation in times of conflict, and in many other ways. These structures have served to 

provide at least some level of connection between local congregations which are sometimes 

isolated from one another geographi 

These structures have functioned, in some ways, as a level of middle management. The 

Regional and Area manifestations of the church have served to relay information between the 

denomination and the local congregation and from the congregation back up to the 

denomination. However, the concept of middle management does not directly translate to the 

structures in the Disciples. This is due to the highly congregational nature of the denomination. 

In a corporate setting middle management is granted authority from the executive level 

and uses authority to ensure the rank and file employee completes their assigned tasks. Because 

the authority within Disciples is viewed from a different perspective, the middle judicatory levels 

of ministry function differently. However, middle management is still a viable way to think 

about middle judicatory ministry. The nature of the middle judicatory ministry in the Disciples 

can be more fully understood with a survey of the history of the denomination. 

                                                 
6
 Foster, et al., s.v. “Doctrine of the Church”, 209. 
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Literature Review 

A Disciples Perspective 

The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) is a denomination founded in the United 

States during the time of westward expansion. The most notable founders of the movement 

which became the denomination were Barton Warren Stone and Alexander Campbell. Though 

these men had different opinions about a great many things, they agreed churches should be 

autonomous at the local level. This creates an interesting dynamic between the local 

congregations, the middle judicatory level of the church and the denomination. Because of this 

local autonomy, congregations covenant with one another to do the ministry they cannot do on 

their own. In the Disciples tradition there is no executive or bishop who can order a church to do, 

or stop doing, anything. 

There has always been a struggle within the denomination between local autonomy and 

the wider church. Disciples of Christ historian Ronald Osborn notes the idea of a denomination 

was not outside the realm of the early church leaders. He contends; “Alexander Campbell 

thought of the great church as a ‘community of communities.’ He advocated a ‘general church 

organization’ which would give expression to this thought.”
7
 However, the leadership at the 

congregational level was “suspicious of an organizational structure that might attempt to impose 

its will on the congregation.”
8
 This skepticism led to the Disciples acting “as if there were no 

church beyond the local congregations”
9
 for over one hundred years. 

                                                 
7
 Ronald E. Osborn, The Faith We Affirm: Basic Beliefs of Disciples of Christ. (St. Louis, MO: Chalice 

Press, 1979), 64. 

8
 Osborn, 64-65. 

9
 Osborn, 65. 
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Osborn reports the early Disciples; “organized missionary societies, Sunday school 

associations, and boards for a variety of good causes. They gathered annually in conventions. 

But all these agencies, they said nervously, were secular corporations organized under civil law. 

There were not ecclesial bodies, not the church.”
10

 Then, in the 1950’s Osborn says, “Disciples 

began to speak of our life together in states and provinces, in the United States and Canada, as 

church.”
11

 The process of developing a structure continued through the 1960’s. A group of 130 

leaders developed a draft of the Provisional Design for the Christian Church (Disciples of 

Christ). “Final approval of the Provisional Design was given in 1968 in Kansas City.”
12

 Osborn 

notes “this action took place around the communion table. As representatives of the Disciples of 

Christ throughout the United States and Canada we were struggling to recognize and express the 

reality of church. Church, in the biblical sense, is constituted by covenant.”
13

 

However, the form of covenantal relationship is open for change and discernment. 

Osborn claims “the issue is not primarily a matter of cleverness in merging church structures, 

compromise over theological differences, or concern over greater efficiency. The real point is 

that all Christians and all churches take seriously our involvement with one another because of 

the covenant we have all made with God, and God with us.”
14

 

One of the challenges within the Disciples is this emphasis on autonomy means each 

individual church voluntarily supports the denomination, region, and/or area ministries. Disciples 

churches and the denomination attempt “to exercise authority after the divine pattern. It is the 

                                                 
10

 Osborn, 65. 

11
 Osborn, 65. 

12
 Osborn, 66. 

13
 Osborn, 66. 

14
 Osborn, 66. 
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persuasive authority of truth and goodness at work among a people covenanted to do the will of 

God. The church operates on the principle of mutual consent within a common commitment.”
15

 

This emphasis on commitment and covenant, although a strength in many ways, can make it 

difficult to find an organizational structure which fits. There is no authority in the traditional 

sense. “No one can make anyone else do anything. There is no way to require a member or a 

congregation, or a regional or a general administrative unit, to take a particular action.”
16

 

The resistance to hierarchical power structures does not, however, mean “authority does 

operate within this polity. But it is not authority over someone else.”
17

 This balance of autonomy 

and authority is seen throughout the various layers of the denomination. Osborn expands on this 

concept: 

The principle of authority to act in one’s own sphere, without exercising domination over 

others, operates throughout the life of the church. The General Board and its 

Administrative Committee act only within clearly defined limits. They have no legal of 

coercive power to impose their decisions on anyone else. Regions function in a similar 

way. Congregations exercise the right to make decisions pertaining to their internal life, 

but they do not order their members what to do.
18

 

Because of these peculiarities, leadership models from the business world do not always translate 

well into the Disciples denominational structure. The lack of authority over one another negates 

the ability of any one group to demand support, financial or otherwise, from any other group. 

Support is given, rather, when it is available and when it is needed.  

                                                 
15

 Osborn, 89. 

16
 Osborn, 89-90. 

17
 Osborn, 90. 

18
 Osborn, 90 
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Secular Leadership Literature 

As an alternative to the hierarchical leadership structures of the 20th century, Gareth 

Morgan presents the concept of imagining the corporation as a brain. He argues research into the 

brain indicates much of the brains of mice can be removed without causing significant reduction 

in their ability to function.
19

 He hypothesizes the brain may function much like a hologram, 

noting; “one of the interesting features of the hologram is that, if broken, any single piece can be 

used to reconstruct the entire image.
20

 Extending this concept to organizational leadership 

Morgan claims “holography demonstrates that it is possible to create processes where the whole 

can be encoded in all the parts, so that each and every part represents the whole.”
21

 Disciples try 

to live into this reality. The individual relates to the local church in the same way the local 

church relates to the region and denomination. 

The Disciples’ emphasis on covenant and collaboration may be one of the reasons why 

the current structure is languishing. Although the intent has been to create an environment of 

authority without domination, the structure imposed on this reality is hierarchical in nature. This 

is evidenced in the results of the survey conducted for this project. One respondent noted their 

congregation expected the Area Minister would come in and resolve their problem and were 

disappointed when this did not happen. 

According to the congregational leader, some within the congregation had lost confidence 

in the pastor and sought assistance from the Area Minister. The members of the congregation 

expected the Area Minister would come in and function as a supervisor with disciplinary 

                                                 
19

 See Gareth Morgan. Images of Organization. Second ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997), 

75. 

20
 Morgan, 75. 

21
 Morgan, 75. 



10 

 

authority over the pastor. When the Area Minister did not act in the anticipated manner, 

members of the congregation were dissatisfied. When the pastor did leave the congregation, the 

Area Minister was able to work with the congregation and aid in the search for an interim pastor. 

The Area Minister was also helpful to the congregation as they called their next installed pastor. 

The Disciples are not the only organization struggling with issues of structure. Deal and 

Kennedy contend; 

A combination of forces … is forging the breakdown of the large traditional, hierarchical 

organizations that have dominated the past. We think this dismantling will result in 

highly decentralized organizations in which the work of the corporation will be done in 

small, autonomous units linked to the mega-corporation by new telecommunications and 

computer technologies.
22

 

Although the Disciples have never embraced a hierarchical view of their structure, their middle 

judicatory and denominational structures have taken a hierarchical shape. Many, both inside and 

outside the denomination, see the structure and expect hierarchy. Whether or not the intent was 

to have regional or Area Ministers function as bishops, the reality is those outside, and within, 

the organization have viewed those positions in this way. 

Deal and Kennedy contend the disintegration of the hierarchical model will not lead to a 

vacuum, but another way of organizing to meet the mission of the organization will develop. Of 

particular note to this project is their contention “most middle-management rungs will be 

replaced by mechanisms of social influence – by emphasis on culture.
23

 This is what is 

happening by default within the Mid-America Region. At the same time there has been a 

reduction in the financial support of the Region and Areas. This means the region and areas can 

no longer financially afford to be structured in the same way they have been previously. 

                                                 
22

 Terrence E. Deal and Allan A. Kennedy. Corporate Cultures: The Rites and Rituals of Corporate Life. 

(New York, NY: Basic Books, 2000), 177. 

23
 Deal and Kennedy, 177. 
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Subsequently changes in structure are being made. The researcher contends a healthier way to go 

about the process is to establish the needs of the customers
24

 (the pastors and the congregations) 

and work from this understanding to create a structure which addresses those needs. 

Harding, Lee, and Ford, in their article Who is “The Middle Manager,” describe the 

middle manager as someone who maintains “a central position in organizational hierarchies, are 

responsible for implementing senior management strategies, and exercise control over junior 

staff.”
25

 This is similar to the role of the middle judicatory minister in the Disciples. However, 

without the power and authority structures of a hierarchical model, there is no control which can 

be exercised within the local congregation.  

However, some congregations view the Area or Regional Minister in this way, which 

complicates the relationship. If the local congregation understands the role of the middle 

judicatory minister to be supervisory of the local pastor they can be disappointed when the Area 

or Regional Minister does not act accordingly. If the local leadership believes one of the roles of 

the Area or Regional Minister “is to ensure that junior staff fulfil organizational requirements”
26

 

the local leaders may be frustrated when the middle judicatory minister does not have the 

necessary authority to act in this manner. 

The Disciples are not the only organization where the role of middle management is not 

clear. In their article on the roles of middle managers in the midst of change, Bryant and 

Stensaker contend middle managers have many different roles within an organization. They are 

                                                 
24

 See Peter F. Drucker, Jim Collins, Philip Kotler, James Kouzes, Judith Rodin, V. Kasturi Rangan, and 

Frances Hesselbein. The Five Most Important Questions You Will Ever Ask About Your Organization. (San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2008), 23-48. 

25
 Nancy Harding, Hugh Lee and Jackie Ford, “Who is “The Middle Manager?” Human Relations 67, no. 

10 (2014): 1214, accessed  November 23, 2014, http://hum.sagepub.com/content/67/10/1213. 

26
 Harding, Lee and Ford, 1230. 



12 

 

both controlled, by executive leadership, and expected to control (their subordinates.) “Holding 

multiple roles requires middle managers to prioritize and balance competing demands across 

various levels of the organization.”
27

 Even without the control and authority found in other 

organizations, and other denominations, the middle judicatory ministers in the Disciples have to 

balance their many roles. The Regional Ministry Team members are called to assist with a 

variety of leadership roles; conflict management, providing training, managing budgets, 

supporting programming, and fulfilling duties with the denomination. These ministers also serve 

as a conduit for information from the denomination to the congregation and vice versa. 

In studying the effect of information technology, Pinsonneault and Kraemer contend the 

role of middle managers as communicators is primary. They argue “middle managers have, for 

the most part, provided an informational link between top managers and operations managers.”
28

 

Furthermore, they argue these communication functions can now be performed by information 

technologies.
29

 It is often thought these new technologies “would permit top managers to bypass 

middle managers in both upward and downward communication.”
30

 Furthermore technology 

“would also centralize organization structures— horizontality by bringing business units together 

and vertically by bringing decision authority to the top of the hierarchy.”
31

 Although technology 

will not likely change the authority structure of the denomination, it will likely play a role in the 

future of the organizational form of the Disciples. 

                                                 
27

 Melanie Bryant and Inger Stensaker, “The Competing Roles of Middle Management: Negotiated Order 

In the Context of Change,” Journal of Change Management 11 no. 3 (September 2011): 357. 

28
 Alain Pinsonneault and Kenneth L. Kraemer, “The Impact of  Information Technology on Middle 

Managers,” MIS Quarterly 17 no. 3 (September 1993): 272. 

29
 See Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 272 

30
 Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 272 

31
 Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 272 
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Pinsonneault and Kraemer contend one of information technology’s effects is to reduce 

“the number of organizational layers, particularly at the middle management level. It also fosters 

horizontal consolidation by integrating functions and business units. The result is a shorter, 

narrower hierarchy requiring far fewer middle managers.”
32

 However, they cite another 

possibility as well: 

[Some] researchers believe that IT decreases the need for only a small portion of the 

informational roles of middle managers—the communication portion—rather than their 

jobs as a whole. Moreover, the slack resources created by a decrease in the 

communication role is quickly filled by other roles (e.g., decisional roles). Thus, rather 

than decreasing the roles of middle managers, IT enlarges and enriches middle managers' 

jobs by: (a) requiring them to use more knowledge, judgment, and experience, (b) adding 

to their present activities or replacing some informational roles with interpersonal and 

decisional ones, and (c) increasing the importance of other informational roles such as 

filtering, organizing, interpreting, and evaluating information.
33

 

The burgeoning of new tools in information technology continues to reshape the role of middle 

management in all organizations, whether through a redefining of the roles and a freeing up of 

resources for other tasks, or by removing the middle management level from within the 

organization altogether.  

Many organizational theorists argue middle management is being replaced altogether, 

partly because of information technology, but also due to a changing business model which is 

“flatter.” Deal and Kennedy describe this flattened hierarchy as an atomized organization.
34

 They 

describe this organizational structure as consisting of: 

 Small, task-focused work units (ten to twenty persons maximum), 

 Each with economic and managerial control over its own destiny, 

 Interconnected with larger entities through benign computer and communication 

links, 

                                                 
32

 Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 274 

33
 Pinsonneault and Kraemer, 275 

34
 See Deal and Kennedy, chap. 10. 
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 And bonded into larger companies through strong cultural bonds.
35

 

Disciples are historically poised to take on this atomized organizational model, precisely because 

of the covenantal understanding of our relationships with one another. Additionally, the current 

direction of moving to a geographically deployed regional staff team addresses some of these 

structural concerns. However, one of the difficulties faced at the regional level is precisely the 

lack of those cultural bonds. 

A hindrance to directly applying some leadership concepts from corporations is the non-

profit, volunteer, nature of the church. Because Disciples churches are not required to support the 

work of the Area, Region, or general church, the congregations and individuals may choose not 

to support those wider church structures. In essence the churches voluntarily choose to be a part 

of the area, region, and even denomination. Churches choose to support those ministries because 

of the support they receive in return, and because they believe in the mission and witness of 

those larger denominational structures. 

While the intentional choice to maintain covenantal relationships can create uncertainty 

in funding and support, Peter Drucker argues there are also benefits. Some of these become clear 

if the local congregation is seen as a member, or employee, of a nonprofit organization. Drucker 

contends employees of nonprofit organizations have different priorities than those in the for-

profit sector. He claims; “one of the great strengths of a non-profit organization is that people 

don’t work for a living, they work for a cause.”
36

 

This indicates a reason why churches would want to be actively involved with the larger 

denominational structure; they are passionate about the ministry which can be done more 

                                                 
35

 Deal and Kennedy, 182-183. 

36
 Peter F. Drucker, Managing the Non-Profit Organization: Practices and Principles. (New York, NY: 

Harper, 1990), 150. 
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effectively with others than it can be alone. This focus on cause inspires passion within the 

employee, or, in this case, the church. However, this “creates a tremendous responsibility for the 

institution to keep the flame alive, not to allow work to become just a job.”
37

 This is true within 

Disciples regional and denominational structures as well. The responsibility for tending the 

flame falls on the regional and general leadership. In effect they must continually prove to the 

congregations that their services are needed. However this cannot be accomplished by coercion 

because of the covenantal nature of the relationships. Instead the regional and general church 

leaders must show the importance of their role day by day, and not just in times of crisis, by the 

way in which they relate to the individual churches and leaders. 

Extending the idea of churches as the employees of the larger denominational structures 

highlights the importance of meeting the needs of those churches and inspiring them to ministry. 

The region and general manifestations of the church cannot exist without the committed support 

of the local congregations. Drucker argues commitment to the nonprofit ultimately determines 

the long-term survival and impact of the organization. “In the end, what decides whether a non-

profit institution succeeds or fails is its ability to attract and hold committed people. Once it loses 

that capacity, it’s downhill for the institution, and this is terribly hard to reverse.”
38

 This may be 

one of the largest difficulties facing the middle judicatory level of ministry, attracting and 

holding the commitment of the local congregation. 

Drucker argues the task of leading and inspiring in the nonprofit cannot be accomplished 

by individuals, but rather requires teamwork. He contends; “a brilliant man or woman at the top 

working with ’helpers’ functions only to a very limited extent; the organization outgrows what 
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one person can do.”
39

 This supports the decentralized, team-oriented model currently being 

developed in the Mid-America Region. However, transitioning to this team-based model may 

require a rethinking of the individuals in those leadership positions. “Teams do not develop 

themselves – they require systematic hard work.”
40

 The regional leadership must honestly assess 

whether or not the Area Ministers, who were called to a different model of ministry leadership, 

are able, and willing, to function effectively in the emerging model of ministry.
41

 

To this point in the process, the future modeling of ministry has imagined that the current 

four Area Ministers will continue to serve as the regional ministry team in the future. In other 

words, the future model has been built with these team members in mind. Drucker believes this 

is not the way to build a successful team. “To build a successful team,” he contends, “you don’t 

start out with people – you start out with the job. You ask: what are we trying to do? Then, what 

are the key activities?”
42

 These questions played an integral role in the development of the 

surveys for this project. Through the surveys the researcher sought to gain insights into the needs 

of the congregations and pastors. The goal of the project is to gain a better understanding of 

those needs, and to begin developing a successful middle judicatory ministry to meet those 

needs. 

Drucker developed five questions which every organization should ask itself. These 

questions can sometimes feel awkward in the church, especially in the Disciples with the 

emphasis on covenant and resistance to domineering authority. Drucker contends management is 
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more important in nonprofits. Nonprofit organizations “need to learn how to use management so 

they can concentrate on their mission.”
43

 As the region seeks to retain, or regain, vitality in its 

ministry due attention should be paid to identifying its mission and customers, and determining 

what the values and needs of those customers as they seek to fulfill their own missions. 

For the purposes of this project, the researcher defined two separate groups as the 

customers for the area, pastors, and congregations. The researcher hypothesized each of these 

customers would have slightly different values and needs which could be addressed by middle 

judicatory ministry. The researcher chose to survey both congregational leaders and pastors to 

determine the similarities and differences between the needs of these two customers, and to 

identify areas of ministry where the area leadership should focus energy as they restructure.  

Research 

Shortly after returning home from the intensive, the researcher was invited to a meeting 

of the leadership of the four Areas of the Mid-America Region. This meeting was held to begin 

to gather the input of congregational leaders in regards to a plan to reorganize the region and 

areas. The proposal was to dissolve the four area boards and move to being one region with one 

board.  

This development caused the researcher to shift the focus of the study from the Ozark 

Lakes Area, roughly the southwest quarter of Missouri, to include the whole of the Mid-America 

Region. With the dismantling of the area imminent, the researcher deemed it would be of more 

benefit to the denomination if the study were expanded and a broader spectrum of responses 

gathered. The researcher also offered to present the results of this study to the regional leadership 

team to help in guiding the continued restructure of the ministry within the region. 
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The next step in the research process was to determine how to select the churches that 

would be contacted. The initial plan was to contact all 60 of the churches within the Ozark Lakes 

Area. With over 200 churches in the region, surveying each congregation was well beyond the 

scope of this project. After consulting with the On-Site Evaluator, the researcher determined 50 

churches would be a reasonable sample size. 

The researcher then determined how many churches from each of the areas would be 

surveyed. This was accomplished by determining the percentage of the region each area 

represented. This step was necessary because the four areas are divided along geographic lines 

and each area has a different number of congregations. This meant the researcher would send 

surveys to a different number of pastors and congregations in each area, but a total of 50 

congregations and a total of 50 pastors throughout the Region. 

Then the researcher developed two separate survey tools. One survey was intended to 

determine the position of the clergy, and the second survey was designed to gather information 

from the congregation’s perspective. Once the surveys were created, the researcher forwarded 

them to the On-Site Evaluator for review. After some minor modifications, the researcher 

emailed each of the four members of the regional ministry team for their assistance in selecting 

diverse churches within their area who would be most likely to respond to the survey. 

The researcher was provided with lists of suggestions from three of the four areas. The 

researcher selected the churches to be surveyed from the fourth area because the regional 

ministry team member from that area was unavailable as the survey was being conducted. In all 

50 congregations and 50 pastors were emailed links to the appropriate online survey. The 

surveys were open for completion for two weeks. 
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When the surveys were closed to responses, 37 congregational surveys had been returned 

and 35 pastoral surveys had been completed. The researcher attributes the high response rate; 

74% for the congregational survey, and 70% for the pastoral survey, to the timing of the project. 

In addition to the presentation of proposed changes to area leadership the survey was being 

conducted slightly before and after a regional assembly where the restructure was a featured 

conversation. Although over 30 surveys were returned, only a portion of those surveys answered 

all of the questions. This brings the actual response rate down closer to 40% for the 

congregational survey and 64% for the pastoral survey. Both surveys generated a good response 

which allowed the researcher to identify themes and draw conclusions from the responses. The 

higher response rate among pastors is attributed to the increased interaction between pastors and 

the middle judicatory level of the church. 

Congregational Survey 

The congregational survey began with a demographic question to enable the researcher to 

contact specific respondents for further information in the future. Then the respondent was asked 

to identify which of the four areas their congregation was located. No less than six responses 

were received from any one area. The Northwest Area had the highest number of responses with 

16. Due the qualitative nature of the surveys the researcher did not feel the heavier weighting of 

the Northeast Area was detrimental to the results. 

The congregational leaders were then asked to evaluate how involved the congregation 

was with the cluster (small geographic group), the area (mid-sized geographic group), and the 

region (large geographic group)
44

 on a scale from “Not at all” to “Extremely.” Each “Not at all” 
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answer received zero points, a “minimally” answer received one point, “moderately” received 

two points, “very” received three points, and “extremely received four points. Using this scale 

the average involvement of the twenty respondents in their cluster was 2.70, the average 

involvement in the area was 2.85, and the average involvement in the region was 2.30.  

This indicates the congregational leaders perceive their congregations to be almost 14% 

more involved with their area as opposed to the region. However, the congregations are only 

moderately involved with any one of the levels. The results also point to a 10% greater 

involvement in the cluster level as opposed to the regional level. However, the researcher 

anticipated the results would show the greatest involvement with the smallest group, in 

accordance with Deal and Kennedy’s concept of small functional units. This was not the case, 

potentially because of the geographic nature of the cluster divisions. 

Next the congregational leaders were asked to describe two significant interactions with 

their Area Minister. Twenty of the respondents answered this question. The researcher coded the 

responses and identified several themes. The top four responses were; search and call, none, 

conflict resolution and pulpit supply. Eleven of the respondents indicated a significant interaction 

surrounding search and call and six noted no significant interaction with the area. This indicates 

the individual congregations function autonomously, but seek help from the middle judicatory 

level when searching for pastoral candidates. 

The leaders were also asked to identify one or two significant interactions with the 

region. Eleven of the twenty responses indicated no such interactions. This may be, in part, due 

to the changes in regional ministry structure over the past few years. Until three years ago there 

was a Regional Minister as well as four Area Ministers. As the Regional Minister retired, that 

                                                                                                                                                             
areas are subdivided into clusters which usually consist of about 10 churches within reasonably close geographic 

proximity. 
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portfolio was distributed among the four Area Ministers. However, the regional and area board 

structures remained unchanged. Even considering that change, the lack of significant interaction 

with the regional ministry indicates to the researcher the importance of more localized contact 

with the local congregations. This indicates a decrease in the number of ministers at the middle 

judicatory level, and the corresponding increase in churches for which they would be 

responsible, would negatively impact the congregations. 

Next the congregational leaders were asked to identify what roles the middle judicatory 

staff might fill in a “perfect world” scenario. This question was intended to gather input from the 

leadership of the local congregation as to what they might want from the larger church, as 

opposed to what they have been getting as identified in the previous two questions. Search and 

call was still the most-requested with seven of twenty responses. The next most important 

ministry of the middle judicatory level was conflict resolution assistance with five of twenty 

responses referencing this ministry. Camping programs for youth were mentioned four times. In 

addition, support for congregational networking, training, ministry support, and pulpit supply 

were each referred to 3 times in the responses. The larger themes among the answers were help 

finding qualified pastoral leadership, training for ministry, and relationships with other 

congregations. One respondent noted anything which would remind the local congregation they 

are not alone would be helpful. 

Finally the leadership of the local congregation was asked what they thought staffing 

might look like in this perfect world scenario. Several respondents felt the current staffing would 

continue to function, many did not have any input, and a few mentioned more staff would be 

helpful. The responses to this question indicate to the researcher that the staffing of the middle 

judicatory level is less important to the congregation than is the assurance that someone is there 
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to help when help is needed. One of the leaders indicated more staff would be helpful to increase 

the contact with people at the regional level. 

Pastoral Survey 

The pastors were asked a very similar set of questions. However, instead of placing the 

emphasis on the needs of the group, the pastors were asked about their own significant 

interactions with the various levels of middle judicatory ministry. The pastors’ responses to their 

level of involvement with each of the various levels of middle judicatory ministry were very 

similar to those of the congregational leaders. 

Using the same scale from zero to four points, the pastors rated their involvement with 

the cluster as 2.63, the area as a 2.88, and the region as a 2.19. The 32 respondents again show a 

higher interaction with the area and any of the other middle judicatory expressions. In this case 

the pastors felt they were over 17% more involved with the area than the region. In addition, the 

respondents felt they were 11% more involved with the cluster than the region. However, as was 

the case with the congregational responses, these figures do not show a direct correlation 

between the size of the grouping and the involvement of the pastors. This result seems to be at 

odds with Deal and Kennedy’s understanding of an atomized organization. The researcher 

anticipated the ratings would decrease as the geographic area increased, however this was not the 

case. Again, the reason for the discrepancy may be the nature of how the clusters are formed, a 

point which will be discussed later in this report. 

The pastors were also asked to identify how long they have served as pastor of their local 

congregation. The researcher was surprised by the responses to this question. Over 74% of the 

pastors indicated they have been at the church they are serving for over three years. And over 

34% of the pastors have served for over 10 years in their current congregation. Because the 
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major changes in the regional staffing model have happened over the past three years, a majority 

of the respondents would have had the opportunity for significant interactions with the regional 

ministry staff. 

First, however, are the responses to being asked about significant interactions with the 

Area Minister. As was true with the congregational leaders, the single largest response was 

search and call. Assistance securing a call to a church received thirteen mentions in the pastors’ 

responses. Next the pastors indicated the support of the Area Minister (nine mentions), followed 

by no significant interactions (5 mentions), and pastoral care in times of family crisis (four 

mentions). If the responses for support and specifically pastoral support are combined, this 

aspect of middle judicatory ministry is just as significant to pastors as helping them secure 

employment with a congregation. 

One respondent used the phrase “pastor to the pastor” to describe one of the roles of the 

Area Minister. This respondent noted the Area Minister is someone to whom the local pastor can 

turn to for their own pastoral needs. This need, for pastors to have a pastor, is something which is 

vital to consider as middle judicatory ministry is redefined. 

When asked about their significant interactions with regional ministry staff, 21 of 32 

responses were “none.” Five pastors mentioned serving on regional committees and four 

mentioned the search and call process. These responses strongly indicate the pastors interact 

much more regularly with the area staff, which is closer geographically, than to a centrally 

located regional staff person. 

When asked what would be most helpful in a “perfect world” scenario, the pastors 

responded with a wide range of helpful ministries. Pastoral leadership featured prominently in 

the responses with specific areas like, presence, counseling, training, spiritual direction and 
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prayer. Pastors also long for support from the middle judicatory ministry for topics like; search 

and call, conflict resolution, communication, and direction to resources. Pastors responded with a 

wide range of ideas and desires, which indicates there are needs within their lives and ministries 

which could be met by middle judicatory ministry, if it can be funded and sustained. 

Finally the pastors were asked to describe the staffing in this perfect world scenario. Like 

the congregational leaders, there was little consensus on what model might work well for the 

future. Answers ranged from no staffing, all the way to an elaborate hierarchical structure with 

staff for almost every constituent group which comes to mind. In this scenario there was staff for 

women’s ministry, men’s ministry, camp ministry and others. The results of the survey indicate 

the structure is less important than the ministry support which comes from the middle judicatory 

level. 

PROJECT EVALUATION 

This project was completed with limited deviations from the proposal. The most notable 

of the changes was the decision to survey a sample from around the Mid-America Region. This 

decision was based on a change in the projected future of area and regional ministry. As the 

proposal was being presented the researcher felt there was some question as to which level of 

middle judicatory ministry would be retained. That changes were imminent was clear, but 

whether the change was doing away with the areas and maintaining one region, or eliminating 

the region in favor of the four areas was unclear. 

Following a meeting in Columbia, Missouri, it became apparent the regional leadership 

was moving toward dissolving the areas while retaining the four Area Ministers as the initial 

members of the regional ministry team. For this reason, the project shifted focus to ascertaining 

the ministry and support needs of the congregations and pastors in the region. This prompted the 
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change to survey a sample of pastors and congregations from throughout the region, in the hope 

the results would provide an avenue by which a broader assessment of ministry and support 

needs could be made. 

Originally the researcher planned on making a paper copy of the survey available to any 

pastor or church which was unable or unwilling to be surveyed electronically. The researcher 

decided to rely solely on the electronic surveys for ease of coding and data gathering. This likely 

impacted the churches who could be surveyed, however a reasonable sample was able to be 

gathered from the pool of churches with internet access. 

Another change to the project was a change in wording of the questions. Initially the 

researcher anticipated asking respondents to identify a time where a middle judicatory presence 

had been needed and not received, or any other negative interactions. The decision was made to 

simply ask respondents to identify significant interactions, and to allow their responses to be 

either negative or positive. A few responses contained information on negative interactions and 

one who indicated a concern over the confidentiality of the responses. 

The research was taking place at time that was both ripe with opportunities and full of 

emotional turmoil. If the research could have been conducted prior to the crisis, some responses 

would likely have been different. However, the pressure of the decision making process at the 

regional level likely also contributed to the favorable response rate. 

Because many of the discussions about restructure have already begun, the ability of this 

project to influence those conversations has come under question by the researcher. Though the 

final decisions have not been made, the regional leadership has a course of action in mind and is 

actively pursuing this trajectory. The researcher is hopeful; however, that the regional leadership 
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team will review this project report and will allow it to influence their decisions as the process of 

restructure continues. 

LEARNINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The researcher entered into this project hoping to gain insights as to the needs of two 

different groups; congregations and pastors, related to the middle judicatory ministry in the 

Christian Church of Mid-America (Disciples of Christ). The hope was that these insights might 

help guide the restructure of that ministry. What became evident through the course of the 

research was the problem is much more complex. The difficulties faced in securing sufficient 

funding for the middle judicatory ministries are not limited to whether there is one region, four 

areas, or any other conceivable connectional structure. 

One result of the surveys was the confirmation that both congregations and pastors long 

for a greater sense of connectedness with other churches and other pastors around the region and 

beyond. Historically, however, Disciples have struggled to find a balance between the need for 

connection and the contextual nature of ministry. At times this tension has led to discord and the 

fracturing of relationships. At other times, however, it has brought unity and a sense of purpose 

to a diversified group of believers. 

Another trend in the survey responses highlights the difficulty of maintaining 

relationships with a large group. Each of the four Area Ministers is responsible for between 30 

and 90 local congregations. At best the Area Minister could only visit each church twice a year 

for worship, and their contact with the pastors is often monthly at best. Though the advances of 

technology have enabled more regular communication, through a variety of different platforms, 

there is still limited interaction between the middle judicatory level and the local pastor, and 

certainly the local congregation. 
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The third challenge faced in financially sustaining the middle judicatory ministry is 

rooted in the ecclesiology of the denomination. Because of the covenantal understanding of 

relationship between churches and the wider denominational structure, there is no way to force 

the local congregation to support middle judicatory, or denominational ministry. While this 

understanding of the power relationship between the various levels of ministry is finding greater 

acceptance within the wider field of leadership, with many corporations flattening their 

structures, there is still a unique quality to the Disciples understanding of relationship. In the 

corporate setting, there tends to be at least one person, or a board, who is ultimately in charge. 

How that leadership is expressed is a variable, but at the end of the day there is someone, or a 

group, who can be identified as the leader. 

Disciples theology seeks to create a different structure which, while seeking to imitate the 

kingdom of God, runs counter to having a single person (or group) who holds the ultimate 

decision-making power. One of the challenges faced by the Regional Ministry Team, and even 

local pastors in the Disciples is that this theology creates the illusion of a power vacuum. When 

no one is “in charge” someone will usually step in to take that leadership role. Creating a 

structure which honors the historic theology of the Disciples, while enabling effective leadership, 

is one of the challenges faced by the Christian Church of Mid-America (Disciples of Christ), and 

all Disciples congregations. 

Staying Connected 

One way the regional leadership team in the Mid-America Region has sought to foster 

connections among the congregations is through an increased emphasis on cluster groups. Each 

of the four ministry team members regularly meets with pastors from the clusters, which 

provides an opportunity for dissemination of information from the greater church, and allows the 
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pastors from each cluster to build and nurture relationships with other pastoral leaders. On a less-

regular basis the regional ministry team members also meet with leaders from the congregations. 

These meetings all serve to build and nurture relationships among churches. 

To this point, cluster groups have been formed geographically, enabling congregations 

which are located relatively near to one another to build relationships that will lead to mutual 

support. However, close geographic proximity does not always mean that two congregations will 

be in the same cluster group. For example, the church the researcher serves as pastor is not in a 

cluster with a congregation located only 12 miles away. The two churches, though 

geographically close are separated by a major interstate which serves as a boundary between 

cluster groups. 

It is also important to recognize geography is not always an indicator of shared interests 

and theology. Two churches in the same city may have widely different demographics and 

interests. For example, in one city in the region six different congregations worship in different 

ways and serve different needs. One church is located in a poor, downtown neighborhood and is 

focused on reaching the transient population of the neighborhood, while another is in a much 

more suburban setting and focuses its ministry on issues of social justice and reconciliation. Both 

ministries are important, but outside of geography and denominational name the two 

congregations do not have much in common. 

When religious leaders were asked by Christianity Today whether, or not, denominations 

should organize geographically, their answers were diverse. Carl Trueman, a professor at 

Westminster Theological Seminary, highlighted one of the benefits of organizing by geography 

saying, “Geographical proximity allows for more spiritual, emotional, pastoral support.”
45

 The 
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surveyed pastors identified these kinds of support as one of their greatest needs from middle 

judicatory ministry. It could be argued the close-knit relationships built worshipping and 

ministering side-by-side are the best way to develop this sense of support and nurture. 

However, Will Willimon, a bishop in the United Methodist Church, notes; “of all the 

ways of organizing the church, geographical proximity is not the best. It worked fine when we 

were all on the same page in regard to fundamental beliefs. That homogeneity seems to be 

passing. Affinity groupings may be the wave of the future.״
46

 Paul Detterman, executive director 

of Presbyterians for Renewal takes the argument even further; "As theological diversity broadens 

among many denominations, theological affinity trumps geographic proximity as a catalyst for 

vision and ministry. Structures need to conform to this reality. Geographical organization 

belongs to a bygone era. We need to let it go."
47

 

The Disciples have long seen themselves as a theologically diverse community. The ideal 

of unity in the midst of diversity is deeply held among the denomination. This prized quality 

does add to the difficulty of creating and maintaining relationships among local churches. 

However, with the ever-increasing availability of internet-based communication tools, 

congregations do not need to be geographically close to one another to share in meaningful 

ministry and are freed to align around issues of theology and mission as opposed to solely 

relating due to geography. 

To their credit, the regional leadership is already working to develop these 

communication channels to connect and empower local congregations to support one another in 

their ministries. Websites, email lists, Facebook, and many other technologies allow churches 
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and pastors to work together and to learn from one another. However, these structures are not yet 

fully developed and there are a number of very rural congregations that do not have telephone 

service at the church building, let alone internet access. This means an on-going question for the 

leadership team is how to build and encourage use of these communication pathways. 

However, there are times when even the most robust technological support falls short. 

One of the pastors told such a story in describing a significant interaction with the Area Minister; 

“our son had attempted to take his own life and when the Area Minister learned what had 

happened he was the first person to show up at the hospital and remained with us through much 

of the night, providing us the comfort and support of his presence and prayers.” There are times 

when an email or telephone call is simply not enough; physical presence is needed! 

Summary 

Building and maintaining relationships between local congregations and pastors is one of 

the primary concerns of both groups. Middle judicatory ministry plays a major role in these 

connections, but new communication technologies mean denominational leadership is not the 

only way of fostering these relationships. Both pastors and congregations expressed a desire for 

deep and meaningful relationships with middle judicatory ministers; therefore it would be 

beneficial to find new ways to meet those connectional needs in the restructure of the region. 

Creating communication pathways is important, but the need for a personal relationship with the 

middle judicatory level of ministry should remain a key component of the conversation. 

Leading from a Distance 

The distance inherent in middle judicatory ministry complicates the relationship between 

the local congregation and pastor, and the middle judicatory minister. In his dissertation on 

effective team leadership over distance, Ken Cochrum examines this struggle. He notes 
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“effective leadership that is satisfying for all involved requires ample personal interaction. 

Distance of any kind can hinder these personal interactions, thwarting the needed development of 

strangers into trusted partners.”
48

 Cochrum notes there are many different kinds of distance; 

psychological, structural and functional.
49

 The current model of middle judicatory ministry in the 

Mid-America Region experiences several kinds of distance, in addition to the difficulties of 

understanding leadership in the Disciples. 

Currently the Regional Ministry Team is comprised of four individuals who also have 

responsibilities in the four Areas. These leaders are also located across the region which provides 

for some personal interactions. However, the responsibilities of the Regional Ministry Team are 

divided functionally among the members. One team member is identified as the team leader and 

leads the ministry of administration and wider church relationships, another leads the ministry of 

congregational support, the third leads the ministry of ministerial support and accountability, and 

the fourth team member leads the ministry with congregational missions.
50

 The division of duties 

was made with the gifts and talents of the four individuals in mind. However, congregations still 

primarily interact with the member of the Regional Ministry Team who is geographically closest. 

Therefore, when a problem arises where congregational support is needed, many of the churches 

in the region would not have had much, if any, exposure to the ministry team member 

responsible for that area. 
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This difficulty is coupled with the challenge of creating a cohesive team at the Regional 

level. Team members are asked to provide leadership in a more local context in their area, and at 

the same time have duties to the region. Suzanne Weisband identifies the struggle between the 

distance and local leadership roles, noting; “work is continuous and complex; people move from 

one task to another, and remote people are not typically a part of the day-to-day work that most 

people find themselves doing locally. Local managers tend to favor local employees and 

work.”
51

 The regional ministry team members must negotiate what time and energy they will 

spend on regional work as opposed to work related directly to their area ministries. 

This tension between local and distance leadership is only exacerbated in the region 

because of the current structure for funding the members of the regional ministry team. Currently 

team members are paid by the area in which they have responsibilities, however a portion of 

those funds come from the region as support for the ministry tasks which take place on behalf of 

the larger church. This system is complicated and has required difficult discussions as to how 

best to allocate the regional funds to the areas. The team has been forced to ask themselves if the 

funding should be identical among the four regional team members, or should some tasks receive 

more funding, and the appearance of more importance, than others. 

In his study Servant Leadership Across Distance and Cultures, Ken Cochrum concluded; 

team effectiveness, whether co-located or virtual, depends upon the following common 

elements: (a) a compelling team purpose or goal which is clear to all members, (b) 

trusting relationships, (c) communication, which includes content, frequency, and agreed 

upon processes, (d) task competence possessed by the members and the team leader, and 

(e) timely achievement of desired results. Absence of any one of these elements will 

result in underperformance for both conventional and virtual teams.
52
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Cochrum continues to note the size of the team is also critical for effective functioning. He refers 

to work by Ivan Steiner which sets the effective cap on team size at five members. “Adding 

members beyond five people decreased motivation, increased coordination problems, and 

resulted in a general decline in performance.”
53

 At this point the Regional Ministry Team fits 

within the parameters of size; however it remains unclear if the team members are all invested in 

this structure of ministry. 

The current Regional Ministry Team is comprised of the four Area Ministers who were 

serving the Region in its prior structure with a Regional Minister and four Area Ministers. As the 

transition began each of these leaders committed to continue to serve the churches and pastors of 

the region until the future structure became more evident. As the move to dissolve the areas and 

form one region with deployed staff has developed, one member of the Regional Ministry Team 

has resigned their position. This will encourage the leadership of the region to take on the 

difficult task of reassessing the purpose of the team and of the individual members, and to 

determine if the individuals presently employed are suited to the mission and tasks as they 

continue to develop.  

The Region deserves a healthy leadership team, and deserves to function as a healthy 

organization. Lencioni contends there are four disciplines required for organizational health: 

build a cohesive leadership team, create clarity, overcommunicate clarity, and reinforce clarity.
54

 

Lencioni highlights the importance of clarity, and communication. Many of the survey 

respondents commented on a desire for greater communication between the middle judicatory 

level of ministry and the local congregational leadership. One of the important components of a 
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successful middle judicatory ministry will be designing and implementing strategies for 

communication between all ministry levels. At the time of this project these communication 

pathways are being developed and implemented by the Regional Ministry Team. 

Through his research Cochrum concluded; 

the nature of governments, companies, organizations, and the global church is 

transforming from isolated hierarchical institutions to interdependent peer networks. 

Networks tend to be voluntary, informal, fluid, and relational. People contribute time, 

energy, and resources based on the perceived value of membership.
55

 

For Disciples this is not a new phenomenon, rather a return to our roots as a denomination. 

While this does not eliminate the challenges faced by middle judicatory ministry, it can provide a 

pathway by which middle judicatory ministry can be both effective and consistent with a 

Disciples understanding of leadership and covenantal relationship. 

Summary 

The large geographic distances which must be covered by middle judicatory ministers in 

the Mid-America Region are only one of the distances they face. The variation in theology, 

difference in mission focus, and congregational demographics all contribute to the functional 

distance separating congregations. The traditions of the Disciples provide a pathway for 

negotiating these distances. Finding ways to involve and empower volunteer leaders from within 

the congregations in the region will allow the leaders to bridge some of these gaps and provide 

meaningful ministry to the congregations and pastors of the region. 

A Disciples Theology of Leadership 

The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) has historically been hesitant to accept any 

form of hierarchy in leadership, preferring to understand the relationship of local congregations 
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to one another and to the greater expressions of the church through the image of covenant. 

However, through the years some level of hierarchy has developed. Even in this, however, 

Disciples have an understanding of granting authority to do things, not granting authority over 

another. Any design for middle judicatory ministry in the Disciples must connect with these 

theological principles. 

In discussing authority in organizations, W. Richard Scott describes two different kinds 

of authority; “endorsed and authorized power.”
56

 Scott defines endorsed power by arguing, “in 

most informal groups there is only one possible source [of power]: the set of participants who are 

subject to the exercise of power and hence are subordinates of the power wielder. … By acting as 

a coalition, this subordinate group can limit and regulate the exercise of power over them by a 

superordinate.”
57

 This kind of power is similar to the power and authority found in the Disciples. 

The local congregation endorses the power of the denominational and middle judicatory levels of 

the church. 

In a traditional hierarchy the power is authorized from above. As in the case of a bishop, 

who has the authority to place a pastor in a local congregation, and thereby imbues the pastor 

with power in the process. The superior grants authority to the subordinate. Scott contends 

authorized power is found in a “situation in which power is regulated by those superior to the 

power wielder.”
58

 This structure runs against the grain of Disciples theology which is founded on 
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the “principle of authority to act in one’s own sphere, without exercising domination over 

others.”
59

 

How this historic norm of the Disciples is supported by new science is described by 

Margaret Wheatley. She claims “everywhere in nature, the freedom to self-determine is essential. 

What’s particular about this freedom is that it results not in anarchy, but in global systems which 

support all members of the system. Individuals and local groups are free to do what makes sense 

to them. These local units respond, adapt, change.”
60

 Wheatley continues to describe a scenario 

that sounds remarkably similar to the way Disciples have sought to operate: “what emerges from 

this freedom is a globally stable system. Rather than building a rigid organization piece by stable 

piece, nature keeps things freely moving at all levels. These movements emerge into something 

new – an integrated system that can resist most demands for change at the global level because 

there is so much internal motion.”
61

 Though the Disciples have striven to maintain this 

movement-centered focus, the shift from a relational model to a functional model
62

 has solidified 

the system into those stable pieces and which has led to a loss of focus and subsequently to the 

current situation in the middle judicatory ministry in the Mid-America Region. 

In his book, Accelerate, John Kotter proposes a model of leadership that meshes network 

and hierarchy. Kotter argues that both network and hierarchy have their place in organizational 

management. He contends that “the basic structure is self-explanatory: hierarchy on one side and 

network on the other. The network side mimics successful enterprises before there were 
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organization charts showing reporting relationships, before there were formal job descriptions 

and status levels.”
63

 This network orientation compliments the historic emphasis the Disciples 

have made on covenantal relationships. 

However, pure network organization has disadvantages as well, it lacks accountability, 

and the organizational structures, needed to accomplish the day-to-day tasks of business. Kotter 

responds to this liability by combining the network side of the organization with a hierarchal 

model. However; 

The hierarchy part of the dual operating system differs from almost every other hierarchy 

in one very important way. Much of the work assigned to it that demands innovation, 

agility, difficult change, and big strategic initiatives executed quickly … has been shifted 

over to the network part. That leaves the hierarchy less encumbered and better able to 

perform what it is designed for: doing today’s job well, making incremental changes to 

further improve efficiency and handling those strategic initiatives that help a company 

deal with predictable adjustments.
64

 

The current plan for restructure has some elements of this dual operating system model. One 

pastoral survey respondent who reported having worked in other regions suggested a model with 

“one Regional Minister who serves a small area, with 3 other Associate Regional Ministers who 

serve and live in (with home offices) their assigned Areas would be best. We need one person in 

oversight, so Area Ministers do not become ‘lone rangers’ and are encouraged to work as a 

team.” One of this respondent’s concerns was an individual member of the team being too 

focused on their own personal agenda to function as a member of the team. 

Kotter’s model focuses on the balance between network and hierarchy. Peter Steinke 

describes this balance as differentiation. “Differentiation,” he argues, “is a process that takes 

place in relationships. It is about balancing two life forces – individuality and togetherness – 
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when interacting with others.”
65

 Steinke claims the ideas of Newtonian physics expanded beyond 

the physical sciences into the ways we think about society. “Individuals were considered to be 

the atoms of society, and immutable principles and institutions were the means to keep the 

separate parts intact.” 
66

 More recently, Steinke contends, the impact of quantum physics has also 

extended into the realm of sociology and is resulting in the breakdown of those institutions that 

served to keep those separate parts intact. 

Summary 

Disciples have a long history of leadership which values all perspectives. This 

covenantal, flattened, holographic, style of leadership is coming of age in other realms of 

leadership studies. As middle judicatory and denominational structures change in the coming 

years it will be imperative that leaders highlight the many ways in which we are celebrating our 

history while creating a path to the future. Of particular interest is Kotter’s dual operating system 

model. This combination of network and hierarchy allows for the best of both structures and still 

maintains a model of leadership that fits within a Disciples understanding of the covenantal 

relationships of faith. 

Future Ministry Possibilities 

An unanticipated benefit of this project for the researcher has been a greater 

understanding of the role of leadership in a nonprofit organization, especially a volunteer-based 

nonprofit. This understanding of leadership will be helpful as the researcher progresses toward 

the end of the Doctor of Ministry program at Bethel. This understanding, along with Morgan’s 
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image of the hologram
67

 has been, and is still, shaping the researcher’s understanding of 

leadership in the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). 

The most notable future ministry possibility will be found in sharing the results of this 

research with the regional ministry team. And, if they agree, working with them in shaping the 

future of the region. In the coming months meetings are being planned around the region to 

provide an avenue for local church leaders and pastors to communicate their wants and needs 

with the regional ministry team, and for the team to share the plans for restructure as they now 

stand.  

The current plan is to dissolve the areas and to formalize the Regional Ministry Team as 

the leadership of the Region by having the four ministers, along with their support staff, as 

employees of the Region alone. Not the dual Regional/Area situation that is currently in place. 

This will effectively flatten the regional structure by one level, by removing the geographic 

distinctions and transitioning into life as one region, with one governing board, and deployed 

staff throughout the state. 

One of the possibilities is to redefine the way the regional ministry team interacts with 

the local congregations. Taking the lead from Ken Cochrum’s study, the regional leadership may 

decide that creating a volunteer level of leadership at the cluster level would allow for each 

member of the regional ministry team to have a small team of volunteer leaders to supervise. 

These leaders would, in turn, be responsible for a few churches. They would function in the same 

way as the judges initially installed by Moses, handling the simple issues themselves and taking 

harder problems to the Regional Ministry Team. Combined with a robust communication 
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platform utilizing the technology available to many in the region, this would provide the needed 

structure while remaining flexible enough to address the changing needs of the congregations. 

The region may also consider maintaining the geographic cluster relationships to foster 

face-to-face communication and support and to develop additional “ministry groups” that would 

serve to build connections between churches with similar interests and ministry focuses. One of 

the pastors suggested that the Region should investigate the practice of Regional Eldership as 

expressed in the Christian Church in Indiana. In conversation with the On-Site Evaluator, the 

researcher found that this model is part of the current plan for restructure. 

In the Mid-America Region this element of leadership will be known as the Disciples 

Care Team. Members of this team will be assigned a relatively small number of congregations. 

Care team members will provide a point of contact for both the pastor and the congregational 

leadership. By creating a volunteer layer within the leadership the region would be able to 

engage in ministry tasks more fluidly than before, without additional cost in the way of 

personnel. This plan will address the expressed desire for greater connection with the region, 

while enabling the Regional Ministry Team to focus on other aspects of their ministries. 

The next steps for this project are already being put into place. In the coming months 

meetings are planned throughout the region to inform the local congregations on the plans for 

regional restructure. These meetings will provide an opportunity for the researcher, or the 

regional ministry team members, to test out the ideas that have developed because of this project. 

This project also provides the leadership of the Region with some research that can be shared 

with the local churches. John Kotter’s Accelerate and Ken Cochrum’s Close are good resources 

for the leaders as they plan the next steps in this process. This project has served to highlight the 

importance of communication, both among the various expressions of the church, and among 
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local congregations. The need for deep covenantal relationships that operate within the bounds of 

Disciples theology was also identified as an important feature for any future structure. Finally, 

this study illuminates the importance of empowering volunteer leaders at the grassroots level to 

assist with the ministry needs, while not increasing the cost of ministry.  
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