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ABSTRACT

LACEY SMITH BOWCOCK
Church Under Construction: Sanctuary Stories and the Use of Narrative Leadership
at Woodlawn United Methodist Church
Under the direction of DR. JAMES NEIL HOLLINGSWORTH

This project explores the use of narrative leadership at Woodlawn United Methodist 

Church. Narrative leadership, which is story based, was introduced within a local 

ministry context, specifically the building of a church sanctuary. The building project 

started off well enough but began to stagnate. The congregation seemed frustrated that 

little progress was being made toward completing the sanctuary. The researcher wanted 

to inquire about the potential benefits of narrative leadership in this situation. This project 

is the result of that inquiry.

The qualitative and quantitative research methods employed in this project resulted in 

several discoveries. These were guided by five strategic questions. First, will a 

congregation composed of persons from diverse demographics respond differently to 

narrative leadership? Second, will the use of narrative leadership impact support for the 

sanctuary building project? Third, can narrative leadership methods reveal whether 

members perceive the building project as God-driven or people-driven? Fourth, is 

narrative leadership an effective means of sharing information at Woodlawn? Fifth, can 

narrative leadership be used to communicate a more hopeful story?



This project demonstrates that narrative leadership is a useful tool at Woodlawn. The 

story sessions effectively shared information and uncovered members’ perceptions of the 

sanctuary project. Listening to the narratives helped the researcher and church members 

discern how they view their roles in the construction process. Furthermore, project data 

indicates that narrative leadership has the potential to impact the support given to projects 

by church members.

It should be noted that, in addition to the five original discoveries, the researcher 

stumbled upon a sixth. During the data analysis portion of the project, a clear delineation 

appeared between the story preferences of male and female participants. While both 

genders find narrative leadership equally useful, they prefer different forms. Without 

exception, all females preferred the personal story session while all males preferred the 

biblical story session. The impact of gender on the practice of narrative leadership is a 

topic beyond the scope of this project, but it is one that deserves further research.

In conclusion, the evidence gathered shows that narrative leadership is a useful tool at 

Woodlawn UMC. The researcher obtained helpful information about the church and its 

members. Church members obtained helpful information about themselves and their 

construction project. Most important, this narrative leadership project facilitated the 

creation and communication of a more hopeful “sanctuary story.”
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROJECT

We are familiar with the saying, “Everyone loves a good story.” Why are stories 

cherished? Perhaps it is because they entertain, enliven, and educate. Perhaps the love of 

story is rooted in our need to know others and make ourselves known. Storytelling offers 

“an interpretation of life. Through your stories you can make statements, call attention to 

things you think are important, or make people aware o f things you think they may have 

failed to see.”1 Throughout history, stories have been recognized as a useful tool for 

remembering a community’s past, making sense of the present, and offering hope for the 

future.

Stories can be transformative for both teller and hearer and, therefore, useful tools for 

ministry. In The Practicing Congregation, Diana Butler Bass states that transformation 

takes place when the pastoral imagination “works in tandem with something else—the 

congregational imagination, the imagination of God’s people in community.”2 Pastoral 

imagination is the ability to “envision God’s presence in the world, to see the Spirit at 

work, to embody beauty, peace, hope, faith in the midst of chaos, contingency,

1 Marsh Cassady, Creating Stories fo r  Storytelling (San Jose: Resource Publications, 
1991), 90.

' j

Diana Butler Bass, The Practicing Congregation (Herndon: Alban Institute, 2004),
5.

1
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questioning, and despair.” Both types of imagination work together to enlarge the field 

of vision and allow congregations to see themselves “as the full, storied household the 

Bible promises it can be.”4

Story based leadership is called narrative leadership. Church leaders and consultants 

can use narrative leadership to facilitate system-wide change by bringing about a “shift in 

the imagination” that subsequently exposes and reshapes dysfunction within a 

congregation.5 This research project explores the use of narrative leadership at Woodlawn 

United Methodist Church, which is currently constructing a new sanctuary, and 

demonstrates how narrative leadership benefits both Woodlawn’s members and pastor.

Research Phases

This project has four phases of research. The first phase explored the history of the 

sanctuary building project. Second, narrative leadership methods are used to gather 

“sanctuary stories” from the congregation. Third, six chapters of the book of Nehemiah 

are studied to discover points of congruence between Nehemiah’s construction story and 

Woodlawn’s construction story. Fourth, analysis and interpretation of the data was 

completed.

In the first phase, the background research phase, church records provided basic 

information about the genesis and progression of the sanctuary construction project. The

3 Ibid.

4 Ibid., 6.

5 Larry A. Golemon, “Thinking Through Change,” in Finding Our Story: Narrative 
Leadership and Congregational Change, ed. Larry A. Golemon (Herndon: Alban, 2010), 
9.
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church records included files documenting discussions at meetings and accounting 

records. This phase of research resulted in a summary o f relevant financial information. 

The records also helped construct a timeline that begins with the proposal to build a 

sanctuary and continues through May 2012.

In phase two, the story-gathering phase, the researcher hosted two structured “story 

sessions.” Woodlawn’s members listen to and shared stories related to the construction of 

the sanctuary. Story session participants also heard the story of Nehemiah’s construction 

project. Nehemiah is a biblical figure who, against great odds, completed the rebuilding 

of the walls of Jerusalem for the good of the people and the glory of God. Participants 

then completed a pre-survey and a post-survey following the story sessions.

In the third phase, the first six chapters of the book of Nehemiah are studied to 

discover ways in which Nehemiah’s story is similar to Woodlawn’s. Like Woodlawn 

members, Nehemiah had a vision in which a construction project played a central role. 

Many challenges surfaced as Nehemiah worked to complete his construction project. 

Nehemiah’s story was shared with church members who volunteered to participate in the 

story sessions. Points of convergence and divergence between the stories were noted.

The fourth phase of research was the analysis and interpretation of data. This phase 

examined the information collected in order to identify any correlations or patterns. The 

success of the project is determined by whether or not narrative leadership benefits the 

congregation. Did narrative leadership help them gain clarity about the building project? 

Did it help them discern their location in the building process? If so, the project can be



considered successful. Together, the four phases of research enabled the author to use 

narrative leadership to explore Woodlawn’s “sanctuary stories.”

Five Discoveries

The four phases of research were conducted in order to make specific discoveries.

Five questions were asked. First, would the different demographics of the church 

population respond in the same way to narrative leadership? Most of Woodlawn’s 

members are over forty and related by birth or marriage. There is, however, some 

diversity in age, education, and income. Would these factors impact responses to 

narrative leadership? Surveys helped determine whether certain segments of the church 

were more responsive, less responsive, or unresponsive to the use of narrative leadership.

Second, can narrative leadership impact the willingness of church members to support 

the building project? The types of support members were asked about include the 

donation of materials, labor, and money as well as prayer support. It is important to note 

that church members were never solicited for support of any type during this research 

project. Rather than seeking donations or other forms of support, the researcher simply 

wanted to compare the willingness of participants to support the project before the story 

sessions versus after the story sessions. Does narrative leadership increase support, 

decrease support, or have no effect at all?

Third, do the majority of church members perceive the building project as 

commissioned by and driven by God or by people? It is reasonable to assume that, if 

church members believe Woodlawn is commissioned by God to build the sanctuary and 

God is the driving force behind the project, a high level of support and enthusiasm will
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exist for the project. Who do members really believe originated this project and moves it 

forward?

Fourth, is narrative leadership an effective way to share information at Woodlawn? 

Effectiveness is determined by the data reflecting the degree to which narrative 

leadership increased members’ understanding about the sanctuary project. Fifth, can 

narrative leadership assist in communicating a more hopeful “sanctuary story” to the 

congregation?

Ministry Project Problem Statement

This project is titled “Church Under Construction: Sanctuary Stories and the Use of 

Narrative Leadership at Woodlawn United Methodist Church.” When this project was 

initially proposed, the pastor was in her third year of service at Woodlawn, which is part 

of the Middleton Charge. The charge is comprised of three churches, each having a 

distinct personality and culture. The charge contains an interesting mix of members. 

Wealthy, poor, educated, uneducated, single, married, and widowed congregants worship 

together each Sunday. Each church is over one hundred years old. There are 

approximately one hundred and twenty active members in the charge. This pastor is the 

first female to be appointed to the charge. Fortunately, her relationship with church 

members has been harmonious.

Although some were initially opposed to the appointment of a female pastor, a good 

relationship has developed between her and the congregation. Cultivating a harmonious 

relationship between the pastor and church is crucial because, in narrative leadership, the 

pastor must gain entrance to the church’s story through the members. As members share,
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problematic stories can be identified. Then, transformation o f those stories becomes 

possible.

A re-storying of problematic stories can take place when a pastor, first, reminds the 

church that God is continually active and, second, calls the church to “recognize how 

God is and has been at work in what they are already doing.”6 In past narrative leadership 

projects, when participants were given “the opportunity to thoughtfully explore their 

inner story within a supportive community, the possibility of finding evidence of God’s 

work in that story was substantially increased.”7 The use of narrative leadership at 

Woodlawn may enable the church to identify ways in which God is at work in their midst 

and facilitate the emergence of a new, more hopeful story.

An Unfinished Sanctuary

A more hopeful story is needed at Woodlawn, particularly with regard to the 

sanctuary. Construction of the new sanctuary began six years ago. The project is still 

underway. Although construction got off to a great start, progress on the sanctuary has 

slowed. Three reasons have been identified as potentially contributing to the stagnation of 

the building process.

Three Reasons Construction Stalled

Construction may have stalled on the sanctuary for three reasons. First, the size and 

wealth of the church’s congregation factors into the economics of the building equation.

6 Richard L. Hester and Kelli Walker-Jones, Know Your Story and Lead with It: The 
Power o f Narrative in Clergy Leadership (Herndon: Alban Institute, 2009), 16.

7 Ibid.



7

Second, Woodlawn’s community was devastated by the recent recession. Third, the lack 

of good, clear communication regarding the sanctuary may be hindering the building 

process. Each of these must be considered as potentially valid reasons for construction 

slowing down.

Reason one. Numerically, Woodlawn’s membership is small to have taken on such a 

large, expensive construction project. It has forty-seven active members plus several 

regular attendees. As with all churches, only a portion of those who attend contribute 

financially. A couple of members earn an income of over one hundred thousand dollars 

per year, but most members make less than forty thousand dollars per year. Building a 

sanctuary is an expensive project. By the time it is finished, the total cost will be close to 

half a million dollars. All of those dollars will have come from a relatively small pool of 

people. More progress would have been made by now if there were more people 

contributing to the project.

Reason two. The recent recession was particularly damaging to the economy of the 

county in which Woodlawn is located. The county only has one industry, granite. Here, 

granite is quarried, polished, and shipped around the world for use in new home or office 

construction. In 2008, as the housing and construction industries imploded, demand for 

granite products dropped. Until then, some aspect of granite production provided incomes 

to many families in the Woodlawn community. Since the recession, incomes of church 

members have dropped. Members give less money to the church now simply because 

they are not making the same income they were when construction started.
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Reason three. In addition, construction on the sanctuary may have stalled due to 

members having a lack of clarity about the project. Some appear unsure about what has 

been completed, what remains to be done, and what is happening next. Only a few 

members seem to know exactly where the church is located in the building process. If a 

lack of clarity truly exists, it helps explain why, after six years of construction, the 

building is only partially finished. Why should members support a construction project if 

they are not given adequate information about it? Perhaps there is too much confusion 

and mystery surrounding the sanctuary building process. It is possible that more members 

would get involved and help support the project if  they were given information that made 

the process less confusing and mysterious.

Why Narrative Leadership?

Narrative leadership can help members better understand the process of building the 

sanctuary. As stories are shared and information is gathered, the construction process 

should become less confusing and mysterious. Using narrative leadership to explore the 

construction of the sanctuary is particularly fitting for this congregation. From the 

moment the pastor/researcher arrived at Woodlawn, members eagerly shared stories 

about themselves, their families, and the church. The congregation not only loves telling 

stories, they also appreciate hearing them.

Furthermore, members are particularly fond of Bible stories and regularly seek 

guidance from them. Church members are interested in the practical application of 

biblical principles found in the stories. They are far less interested in acquiring academic 

knowledge of how the Bible was compiled. While these are not mutually exclusive, the



charge’s desire for the practical teaching of biblical principles far surpasses its desire for 

academic knowledge about the Bible. Because church members have a deep appreciation 

for stories, particularly biblical ones, narrative leadership is an appropriate ministry tool 

to use at Woodlawn.

Ministry Project Hypothesis Statement 

Five Benefits

The researcher believes that narrative leadership will result in five benefits to the 

Woodlawn congregation. First, the project’s activities and attendant findings will aid the 

congregation in gaining overall clarity about the construction of the sanctuary. At the end 

of the project, members should understand the origin and progression of the sanctuary 

better than they did at the beginning.

Second, the data collected will help the church discern where they are located in the 

construction process. This can help them determine whether or not they are ready to take 

the next step. As stated previously, the success of this project is not dependent upon 

further progress made on the building. Rather, the success of this project is determined by 

whether or not narrative leadership helps the church community gain clarity about the 

construction of the new sanctuary and helps them discern where they are in the building 

process.

A third benefit is realized if the data collected uncovers information useful for future 

ministry endeavors. Relevant information could be acquired about the church, pastor, or 

community. Fourth, the pastor benefits by studying the congregation and practicing 

narrative leadership. New insight may be gained in the research process or by engaging
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the congregation in an unusual, creative way. Fifth, the stories that are shared and the 

data that is collected may lead to the emergence of a more hopeful, encouraging 

sanctuary story.

Theological Foundation

The theological foundation for this project is found in the first six chapters of the book 

of Nehemiah. These chapters describe the rebuilding of the walls around Jerusalem after 

they had been destroyed in 586 b c e  during the Babylonian invasion. Nehemiah’s  story 

and Woodlawn’s story differ in several ways. Nehemiah was not particularly welcoming 

to outsiders, but Woodlawn members are warm, welcoming people. Nehemiah built a 

wall to keep invaders out. Woodlawn is building a sanctuary they will invite others to 

enter. Nehemiah was certain God commissioned him to rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, but 

some Woodlawn members seem uncertain about whether the building of the sanctuary 

was commissioned by God or people.

Although the stories of Nehemiah and Woodlawn differ, there may be parallels and 

points of congruence between the stories. Nehemiah rebuilt Jerusalem’s wall. Woodlawn 

is building a sanctuary. Difficulties are incurred in both projects. Like Nehemiah, 

Woodlawn faces many challenges as they seek to complete what they have started. Also 

like Nehemiah, the congregation acknowledges its dependence upon God. God must 

assist the church if the sanctuary is going to be finished.

Methodology

The participants in this project were Woodlawn members over the age of eighteen. 

Participants responded to an open invitation issued to the entire congregation. No



11

targeted recruitment occurred; participants self-selected by volunteering. Research started 

on church property in June 2012. The researcher employed mixed methods combining 

both qualitative and quantitative research strategies.8

Qualitative Research

Because each individual has their own interpretation of the genesis and progression of the 

sanctuary construction project, it is appropriate to use narrative research to collect data. 

Narrative research is collaborative, focuses on the experiences of individuals, and 

requires the gathering of stories. Multiple narrative research techniques were used to 

collect qualitative data for this project, including oral history, narrative analysis, and 

storytelling. Story sessions were held in which participants listened to and told stories 

related to the construction of the sanctuary. The story sessions incorporated focus groups 

that answered predetermined questions. Session participants were also invited to 

anonymously share their private thoughts and comments on blank index cards. This 

allowed them to express any thoughts they were not comfortable sharing openly. This 

constitutes the qualitative component of the project.

Quantitative Research 

Like the qualitative data, quantitative data was also collected through various 

strategies. The researcher gathered church records related to the history of the sanctuary 

project. The researcher then studied the minutes of the church meetings to note any

Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2008), Kindle edition, location 633.
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discussions or votes pertaining to the project. Relevant financial documents were also 

examined. Two surveys were administered, a pre-survey and post-survey. The anonymity 

of participants was protected by placing a number rather than a name on the surveys. This 

way, correlation of the information took place without identifying the respondents. 

Together, the qualitative and quantitative data developed a multi-layered snapshot of the 

current situation at Woodlawn.

Limitations and Assumptions 

The limitations of the project are varied. The first limitation is the project’s scope, 

which does not extend beyond the congregation of Woodlawn. It is unlikely that most of 

the results are generalizable to other churches. Second, there is a small pool of potential 

volunteers from which to draw. Woodlawn’s average Sunday worship service attendance 

is approximately fifty. Third, both surveys contained “forced choice” items to limit 

possible answers. Fourth, the financial resources available to conduct research were 

limited.

The assumptions of the project are also varied. The first assumption was that a 

sufficient number of church members would volunteer to participate in the project. 

Second, it was assumed that most story session participants would honestly and openly 

share their stories and thoughts with other participants. Third, it is expected that the 

project would help church members gain clarity about the building project. Fourth, the 

project could help church members discern their location in the building process. Fifth, it 

is presumed the pastor will benefit by practicing a new form of leadership. Sixth, 

narrative leadership is expected to be a useful ministry tool at Woodlawn, both now and
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in the future. Seventh, it was assumed that the project would lead to the creation of a 

more encouraging, hopeful sanctuary story.

What Determines Success?

There are two ways in which this narrative leadership project could make the 

construction of the sanctuary less confusing and mysterious. First, the data gathered could 

help members better understand the building process in general. Second, the information 

that is shared could help identify the church’s exact location in the building process. The 

success of this project, however, is not dependent upon the church completing the 

sanctuary, nor even making additional progress on it. Instead, success is determined by 

whether or not participants in the project gain a greater sense o f clarity about the 

construction project and their location in the building process.

Overview of Chapter Content 

Chapter two provides an introduction to narrative leadership. Topics include the 

power of story, appreciative inquiry, and common research strategies. Chapter three 

examines the theological foundation for this project, the first six chapters of the book of 

Nehemiah. These six chapters describe the origin, progression, and completion of an 

ancient construction project. Chapter three also introduces a story-linking method that is 

helpful in identify points of congruence and divergence in the construction project stories 

of Woodlawn and Nehemiah.
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Chapter four describes the researcher’s data collection methods. These include pre

surveys, post-surveys, focus group discussions, and story sessions. People and paperwork 

provide the information needed to understand the origin and progression of Woodlawn’s 

construction project.

Chapter five contains the analysis and interpretation of the data collected. The four 

tasks that constitute the basic structure of practical theological interpretation are 

described. We revisit the five potential discoveries and hypothesis statement. The 

questions initially asked at the start of the project are answered. Chapter six summarizes 

post-project observations and notes a topic for further research. We now move on to 

chapter two, which examines narrative leadership in order to describe what it is and why 

it matters.



CHAPTER 2

INTRODUCTION TO NARRATIVE LEADERSHIP

Narrative leadership is story based leadership. It uses stories to understand how

“knowledge and behavior are socially constructed through narratives.” 1 Every church has

a story, and a church’s particular story is a reference point for sense-making. Narrative

leadership can be a useful tool in leading a congregation through times of change and

challenge because narrative is omnipresent. As sociologist-ethnographer Laurel

Richardson observed, “Narrative is everywhere; it is present in myth, fable, short story,

epic, history, tragedy, comedy, painting, dance, stained glass window, cinema, social

histories, fairy tales, novels, science schema, comic strips, conversation and journal

articles.”2 Various forms exist and

under this almost infinite diversity of forms, narrative is present in every age, in 
every place, in every society; it begins with the very history of mankind and there 
nowhere is nor has been a people without narrative . . . .  narrative is international, 
transhistorical, transcultural: it is simply there, like life itself.3

'Golemon, “Thinking Through Change,” 10.

2 Laurel Richardson, “Narrative and Sociology,” Journal o f  Contemporary 
Ethnography 19 (April 1990): 117.

3 Roland Barthes, Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1978), 79.

15



We simultaneously live out and live in narratives. By telling stories to ourselves and 

others, we define who we are and who we are not. Our stories hold “together the past, 

present, and future . . .  That unfolding story of past and present takes us into the future.”4

Understanding the Power of Story

Theologian and philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre concluded, “I can only answer the 

question, ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question ‘Of what story or stories 

do I find myself a part?’”5 Thinking in terms of story helps make sense of the world we 

inhabit. Stories create and shape identity for all individuals and communities. We 

construct ourselves and our reality through story. Cognitive scientist Don Norman notes 

that stories have:

the felicitous capacity of capturing exactly those elements that formal decision 
making leave out. Logic tries to generalize, to strip the decision making from the 
specific context, to remove it from subjective emotions. Stories capture the 
context, capture the emotions . . .  Stories are important cognitive events, for they 
encapsulate, into one compact package, information, knowledge, context, and 
emotion.6

For this reason, stories are powerful that tools pastors and congregational leaders can use 

to better understand the congregations they serve and influence them in healthy ways.

The congregation’s story, however, “must have some consonance with its pastoral

4 Hester and Walker-Jones, Know Your Story, 1.

5 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame, 2007) 216.

6 N. Graham Standish, “Pastor as Narrative Leader,” in Living Our Story: Narrative 
Leadership and Congregational Culture, ed. Larry A. Golemon (Herndon: Alban, 2010), 
66.
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leader’s story . . .  How the pastor engages his story with the church’s story is crucial to 

whether or not he leads the church in a healthy direction.”7

For narrative leadership to be healthy and useful, three elements of narrative must be

attended to: “story, structure, and transformation.”8 First, a good story must always have

a clear plot “that follows the patterns of great drama throughout history . . .  What makes

these story lines so effective is that they reflect the basic themes of human living that

were true in ancient times and still are true today.”9 Second, a powerful narrative always

has a particular structure. Each scene has an “internal structure. Some meaningful

transformation in the character always takes place in each scene.”10 Third, effective

leaders “are always leading the congregation and its members into positive

transformation . . .  The key to the transformation is often that both the leaders and the

congregations get there due to some mild or extensive crisis— exterior or interior,

communal or personal.”11 A crisis can be a catalyst for transformation because there

is nothing more powerful and nurturing to the life of a congregation than a story 
of it entering a crisis, and then finding a way to something better because it 
persevered, overcame all obstacles, and discovered a much better way of living 
and being. Healthy narrative pastors lead congregations through crises to 
something better.12

7 Ibid., 68.

8 Ibid., 76.

9 Ibid., 77.

10 Ibid.

11 Ibid., 83.

12 Ibid.
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When leaders avoid crises, they also avoid an opportunity to lead “the church to follow

I ^the plot that she or he believes God has scripted for the congregation.” Good narrative 

leaders recognize that times of pain and crises “can actually be the contexts in which 

positive transformations take place.” 14

Using the Power of Story 

A major theme in narrative work is the “belief that there’s always more than one story 

about an event.”15 Listening to the stories of others helps leaders discern the nature of the 

dominant narrative and determine whether it is problem-saturated or promise-saturated. 

Sometimes, however, “the only way to identify a dominant narrative is by finding a little 

narrative that’s different.”16 Finding alternative narratives is useful because, when people 

are exposed to an alternative narrative, “they then can compare it to the most visible story

17to see which is more just, more faithful to God’s dream.”

In listening to all stories being told, a great leader will pay attention to the three 

elements of effective narrative: story, structure, and transformation. Narrative leadership 

is an inherently creative process of weaving together action and emotion, linking stories 

together, and engaging in interpretation. As the congregation’s story unfolds, he “does 

not let himself become trapped in a careening plot that ambles towards dysfunction and

13 Ibid., 87.

14 Ibid., 83.

15 Ibid., 78.

16 Ibid.

17 Ibid.
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meaninglessness . . .  He is able to be both a subjective participant in the story and an 

objective observer of events who leads the story back into God’s story.”18

Appreciative Inquiry

The process of narrative leadership is enhanced when the leader assumes a stance of 

appreciative inquiry, which is cooperative in nature. Rather than the pastor or leader 

undertaking the discovery process alone, appreciative inquiry invites others to join in the 

process of exploration. Appreciative inquiry is inherently relational and collective. Its use 

in narrative leadership is beneficial because leadership is a shared act whereby meaning- 

making occurs as an organization or community works together to accomplish a common 

goal.

Narrative leadership promotes a different kind of social power. This power grows 
out of appreciation for people’s stories . .  . When leaders invite the telling of 
those stories, they are helping release social power, and in this atmosphere . . .
No single person possesses the leadership. All share it.19

Appreciative inquiry is not so much about the experience of any given individual as it is

about the experience of the community as a whole.

Appreciative inquiry invites others to participate as co-inquirers in the research 

process. In the sharing of personal stories, it is possible that some church members will 

offer a variety of details other members may have forgotten. Pastors and congregational 

leaders can intentionally try to elicit missing details. This process is called “thickening a

18 Ibid., 87.

19 Hester and Walker-Jones, Know Your Story, 6.
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thin narrative.” Thin narratives provide a minimum of detail. A thick narrative gives 

details about the event being explored. A thick narrative “leaves us wanting to know 

more. The thin story papers over any ambiguity or conflict and is so flat it leaves us 

saying, ‘So what?” ’ Allowing others to join in the research process as co-inquirers is an 

organic way of developing a thick narrative.

Common Research Strategies

To further develop a thick narrative, six qualitative research strategies can be 

employed: narrative, case study, ethnographic, phenomenological, grounded theory, and 

advocacy. Two or more of these strategies can be used simultaneously to gather stories. A 

brief description of each strategy is offered so its usefulness in story collecting can be 

understood.

Narrative research “focuses on gathering and telling the stories of individuals. Data is 

gathered through conversations in which people share stories o f events in their lives . . .

71Researchers, thus, listen for and draw out competing stories.” Case studies focus on one 

particular event or community that is studied “in depth for a specific period of time . . .  

researchers must rely on multiple sources of information, using a range of methods like 

interviews, participant observation, focus groups, or brief surveys.”22 Ethnography 

gathers “information through fieldwork . . .  The goal of ethnographic research is

20 Ibid., 12.

21 Osmer, Practical Theology, 639-44.

22 Ibid., 645-48.
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sometimes described as the creation of a cultural portrait. This offers a detailed, holistic

23description of a community.” Phenomenology seeks to describe

the essence of a particular type of event or activity for a group of people . . .  and 
to allow individuals' lived experience (their consciousness) of events or activities 
to disclose themselves. After gathering many instances of lived experience, they 
then analyze them to identify their common structure or ‘essence.’ 4

Grounded theory “intentionally adopts a zigzag approach to research, moving back and

forth between data gathering, analysis, and reflection several times over . . .  grouping

data into an initial set of categories.”25 Advocacy is a strategy “grounded in an explicit

political agenda and seeks to contribute to social change. It is practical and collaborative.

... It often focuses on social issues currently being debated in the public domain.”26 For

this project, the researcher opted to use four of the six strategies: narrative, case study,

ethnography, and phenomenology.

Regardless of how stories are gathered, narrative leadership is “proving to be a

powerful method to help congregations unpack problem stories, identify moments when

they broke out of that dominant narrative, and chart new patterns of response for the

future.”27 Clergy who “operate out of a narrative perspective lead beside, not from

23 Ibid., 649-52.

24 Ibid., 659-64.

25 Ibid., 653-56.

26 Ibid., 665-67.
27 Larry A. Golemon, “The Practice of Narrative Leadership in Ministry,” in Living 

Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational Culture, ed. Larry A. Golemon 
(Herndon: Alban, 2010), 19.



22

above.” Leading beside rather than from above requires clergy to know their own story 

and “learn from the narratives of those they lead. As they do this, they join their followers 

as a partner and not a superior.”29

Clergy can bless church members by treating each one as “a living story yearning to

i n

be heard with spiritual care.” Working beside the congregation, they can harness the 

power of story to move people “beyond fears toward hope, beyond remembered pasts to 

present and future potential, beyond limited resources to unbounded possibility.”31 The 

“more open we pastors are to the Spirit as we lead, the more the Spirit guides us not only 

to craft our own story, or the congregation’s story, but also to make these stories part of 

the larger story that God is writing about life throughout the universe.”32

28 Hester and Walker-Jones, Know Your Story, 54.

29 Ibid.

30 Robert Charles Anderson, “Story Lines for Redemptive Leadership,” in Teaching 
Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Pastoral Formation, ed. Larry A. Golemon 
(Herndon: Alban, 2010), 111.

31 Gil Rendle, “Narrative Leadership and Renewed Congregational Identity” in 
Finding Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational Change, ed. Larry A 
Golemon (Herndon: Alban, 2010), 27-28.

32 Standish, “Pastor as Narrative Leader,” 84.



CHAPTER 3 

NEHEMIAH’S CONSTRUCTION PROJECT

The first six chapters of the book of Nehemiah provide the theological foundation for 

this project. Written in first person singular, the text is limited to one person’s view of the 

events recorded. Scholars “suggest that an actual memoir of Nehemiah is the source for 

this material. The effect of presenting the story in the first person singular is that we see 

everything and everybody from Nehemiah’s perspective.”1 The first six chapters of the 

book describe the origin, progression, and completion of an ancient construction project. 

Like Woodlawn UMC, Nehemiah saw a need, took action to address it, delegated work, 

and persevered through opposition. Unlike Woodlawn’s, however, Nehemiah’s 

construction project was completed in fifty-two days.

Nehemiah Chapter 1

The first chapter of the book of Nehemiah describes a man confronted with a need. At 

the time, Nehemiah is serving in an honorable, trusted position as “cupbearer” to King 

Artaxerxes of Persia around 445/444 B C E .2 While in Susa, the capital and

1 Johanna W. H. Van Wijk-Bos, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1998), 50.

2 All scripture is NRSV.
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location of “the winter residence of Persian kings,”3 Nehemiah receives one named 

visitor, Hanani, who is accompanied by other unnamed men, all from Judah. Nehemiah 

inquires about the welfare of Jerusalem and the Jews who had escaped the captivity. The 

inquiry is answered with bad news. Nehemiah is told the survivors remain in shame 

because the wall of Jerusalem is broken down and its gates burned.

Since Jerusalem’s wall had been destroyed during the Babylonian invasion in 586 

B C E, Nehemiah makes his inquiry well over one hundred years after the initial destruction 

of the wall. It is unlikely that Nehemiah is asking about the Jews who literally escaped 

the captivity since it is doubtful that anyone living during the time of the Babylonian 

invasion would still be alive. It is more likely that Nehemiah is asking about the general 

“population of Jerusalem, both in respect to the descendants of the people who were 

never taken to Babylon and of those who had returned from the exile.”4

Nehemiah is distressed at the news that Jerusalem’s inhabitants are “in great trouble

and shame.”5 It seems odd that the sorry state of Jerusalem’s inhabitants is directly

connected to the condition of the city wall. In biblical times, however, a city wall played

an important role in the welfare of a community. Most cities in the Bible

were walled and functioned in some way like a fort. Inside the walls, the life of 
the citizenry took place according to the laws of the time; outside the walls, life 
was much more precarious and uncertain . . .  Such structures were a necessity in 
the days of Ezra and Nehemiah to foster economic and social stability. Without 
the walls there could not be a flourishing city.6

3 Ibid.

4 Van Wijk-Bos, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 50.

5 Neh 1:3.

6 Van Wijk-Bos, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 51.



25

Furthermore, the condition of Jerusalem and its temple was interpreted as a visual 

commentary on the condition of the relationship between the Jews and God. The walls, in 

a sense, functioned as an “effective symbol of God’s presence, and the absence of the 

walls or their state of disrepair betokened a sense of abandonment by God.”7

Given the importance of city walls in Nehemiah’s day, his ensuing distress makes 

sense. Nehemiah weeps over the need for Jerusalem’s wall to be repaired. He enters into 

a period of mourning, fasting, and prayer. Nehemiah prays a confessional prayer on 

behalf of himself and all the people of God. He entreats God to pay attention to the sad 

state of affairs in Jerusalem, but, instead of “stressing the broken walls, the prayer lifts up 

the broken commandments. In this manner the text anticipates the central place of the 

Torah, a theme that will predominate in the rebuilding of the community once the walls 

are repaired (Neh.8-10).”8

Nehemiah recognizes that action is required. If something is not done to address the

situation, the “ruined walls will be a symbol of what will happen to the people who live

in this community; that is, the old teachings that have given them life and hope will have

crumbled also, and the community, with its special character, will die.”9 No doubt

other prophets also ‘heard’ God calling to them to action because they were 
sensitive to some special need in the community (cf., e.g., Hag. 1:1-6). Similarly, 
a Jewish community lying in ruin and danger -  on the edge of existence -

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid.

9 Fredrick Carlson Holmgren, Israel Alive Again: A Commentary on the Books o f  
Ezra and Nehemiah (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 90.
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constituted a ‘call’ for Nehemiah. ‘Seeing’ and ‘hearing’ the need was an 
important part of God’s call in the past; it is so today.10

Nehemiah sees the need for the wall to be rebuilt and determines to take action. He,

however, does not act rashly. He carefully and, more importantly, prayerfully considers

what needs to be done before taking any action.

Nehemiah Chapter 2

In chapter two, Nehemiah finally acts. In making the need known, God has already

acted “as the divine initiator. It is through God’s inspiration that events are set in motion .

. .  Divine initiative combining with human cooperation to achieve certain goals is a

familiar theme in the Bible.”11 God has acted; now Nehemiah must act. He carries wine

in to the king with, apparently, a sad face. Nehemiah lets us know he “had never been sad

10in [the king’s] presence before.” The noticeable change in countenance prompts the

king to ask Nehemiah why he is sad. Nehemiah seizes this opportunity to make an appeal

for the king’s help. King Artaxerxes has

already seen through him and knows the cause of his sadness to be of the spirit, or
heart, rather than the body. Next, he sends a prayer to God, no doubt silently,
before he makes his actual request. It was most likely considered to be offensive
to show one’s feelings to a monarch, let alone make exorbitant demands with a
long face. Who knows what the king will do! Servants have been sent away

1 %empty-handed, been exiled, even been killed for less.

10 Ibid.

11 Van Wijk-Bos, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 15.

12 Neh 2:1.

1 Van Wijk-Bos, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 55.
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Nehemiah learns of the disrepair of the wall in the month of Chislev (I1??? -  November

to December).14 Chapter two situates this part of the narrative in the month o f Nisan (l^S

-  March to April).15 If this is correct, a minimum of three months and maximum of six

months have passed since Nehemiah was confronted with the need of Jerusalem’s

inhabitants. The delay between Nehemiah’s hearing of the need and acting to address it

no doubt served as a time of prayer, preparation, and planning. When the king provides

the opportunity, although afraid, Nehemiah is ready to speak. He prays silently to God

before explaining the reason for his depressed demeanor and asking to be sent to rebuild

the city. The question the king asks

in v. 6 is clearly an expression of appreciation, if not also affection, for 
Nehemiah: ‘How long will you be away and when will you return?’ Implicit in 
this response is not only the approval of the request, but also sadness at the 
thought of his beloved servant’s absence and a desire for his speedy return.16

The king not only gives Nehemiah permission to go, he also makes ample provision for

the journey and the task ahead of him.

Ultimately, the success of Nehemiah’s appeal is attributed “not to his record of loyalty 

or human causality, but rather to the sovereign supervision, if not direct intervention, of 

‘the God of Heaven.’” 17 The God of Heaven “is the power behind the earthly events,

14 The New Oxford Annotated Study Bible, vol. 3, ed. Michael D. Coogan (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 688.

15 Ibid, 689.

16 Jacob L.Wright, Rebuilding Identity: The Nehemiah Memoir and its Earliest 
Readers (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2004), 72.

17 Ibid., 70.
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1 8stirring humans to action while remaining behind the scenes.” Furthermore, Nehemiah 

understands the decisive factor “was not his faith but the object of it: the God who was 

his God, whose good {i.e., gracious) hand was upon him.”19

After his arrival in Jerusalem, Nehemiah inspects the wall. Only upon completing his 

examination does Nehemiah divulge his mission to the people. He says to them, ‘“Come, 

let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, so that we may no longer suffer disgrace.’ . . .  Then

0C\they said, ‘Let us start rebuilding!’” Thus the construction project began.

Nehemiah Chapter 3 

In chapter three, construction progress is made. No doubt Nehemiah’s task of 

rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem was overwhelming. By conservative estimates, the 

circumference of Jerusalem was approximately two miles. The wall surrounding the city 

had suffered great damage. The stones required to complete the wall were massive. Many 

laborers would be needed. Despite the challenges, Nehemiah is determined to get the job 

done.

A variety of people assist with the “task of rebuilding: priests (v. 1), Levites (v. 17),

goldsmiths and perfumers (v. 8), officials (vv. 9, 12), and merchants (v. 32). The list

0 1conveys wholehearted commitment on the part of Jerusalem’s citizens.” Some,

1 Q
Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, In An Age o f Prose: A Literary Approach to Ezra- 

Nehemiah (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988) 44.

19 Derek Kidner, Ezra and Nehemiah: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers 
Grove: Inter-Varsity, 1979), 81.

20 Neh 2:17-18.

‘JI Holmgren, Israel Alive Again, 103.
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however, such as the nobles of Tekoa, refuse to work.22 Nevertheless, the work 

progresses. Chapter three offers a detailed record of the builders. The “local people 

would no doubt be aware of their vulnerability with the city wall in such a state, and the 

fact that many of them seem to have worked on the section of the wall nearest to their 

own homes would have been an additional inducement.”23 Although many citizens 

participate in the construction project, as work progresses, opposition begins to surface.

Nehemiah Chapter 4

Chapter four of the “memoir gives the impression of enemies on every side.”24 Why

should the ire of enemies be aroused by the undertaking of a good work? Even Jesus

‘went about doing good’ (Acts 10:38), but he had enemies because the ‘good’ he 
did was not what some people wanted. This is the story of Nehemiah’s life also. 
He came seeking the ‘welfare’ (tobah, ‘good’) of the Jews, but his mission came 
as a disturbance to three influential leaders: ‘Sanballat the Horonite,’ ‘Tobiah the 
servant, the Ammonite’ (2:10, 19), and ‘Geshem the Arab.’25

These were local individuals in positions of power “who apparently worked together for

mutual advantage, and Nehemiah was clearly a competitor.” Many efforts were made

by these individuals to intimidate Nehemiah into stopping the work. Yet, Nehemiah

remained undaunted and construction continued.

22 Neh 3:5

23 Lester L. Grabbe, Ezra-Nehemiah (New York: Routledge, 1998), 160.

24 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Judaism: The First Phase— The Place o f Ezra and Nehemiah 
in the Origins o f  Judaism  (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009) 112.

25 Holmgren, Israel Alive Again, 97.

26 Grabbe, Ezra-Nehemiah, 161.
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Nehemiah Chapter 5

In chapter five, Nehemiah faces more challenges. No “sooner do the troubles caused 

by ‘outsiders’ seem under control than inside problems come to the fore.”27 Up to this 

point, the “community has so far been presented as acting in whole-hearted unity under 

Nehemiah’s inspiration; now, a number of economic and social issues are shown as 

leading to dissension and bitterness.”28 The people complain they are being driven into 

debt-slavery by their rich countrymen. They are being charged exorbitant interest rates 

on loans given by fellow Jews. In the prophetic books of the Bible, a common theme is 

one of injustice arising from “members o f the community losing their freedom through 

economic pressure. . . .  it seems likely that what is described here is a situation which 

was constantly likely to arise in a struggling community.”30

Nehemiah addresses an assembly of all the people and introduces economic reforms 

based on God’s words to “Moses in Exodus 21, Moses’ own revelation of the law in 

Deuteronomy 15, as well as the Holiness Code in Leviticus 25. In these traditions debt 

slavery was allowed, but not to the point of making destitute the poorest citizens.”31 Jews 

could lend money at fair rates but were not to take advantage o f their own people’s

27 Van Wijk-Bos, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 62.

■jo

R. J. Coggins, The Books o f Ezra and Nehemiah (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1976), 88.

29 Gordon F. Davies, Berit Olam Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry: Ezra and 
Nehemiah, ed. David W. Cotter (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1999), 101.

30 Ibid., 90.

31 Davies, Berit Olam Studies, 101.
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misfortunes. The chapter closes with Nehemiah beseeching God to remember him for all 

he has done for the people.

Nehemiah Chapter 6

In chapter six, Nehemiah perseveres through continuing opposition and is finally

rewarded with success. More trouble ensues when enemies, after hearing the wall has

been rebuilt without a gap in it and all that remains is to hang the gates, make slanderous

remarks about Nehemiah. The rumors spread by

Sanballat of Samaria and the Kedarite Arab sheik Gashmu alleged that repair of 
the city wall was intended as the prelude to rebellion and the proclamation of an 
independent state under Nehemiah as king (Neh 6:6-7). . . .  but it is difficult to 
believe that Nehemiah could have entertained such unrealistic, not to say suicidal, 
ambitions.32

Nehemiah’s opponents “saw there was little hope of destroying Nehemiah’s work but

there was still time to bring him down personally.”33 They “realized he had not just come

to Jerusalem to tackle an important building assignment. He was determined to establish

the community as well as secure the city.”34 Therefore, they began to spread lies about

him. Although, the lies

concerning Nehemiah’s intentions could have been close to the truth of what some 
people w anted . . .  Sometimes people who support a leader-reformer undercut 
such leadership by making extreme statements about what this leader is planning 
to do. Was that the situation in regard to Jesus also (cf. Mark 10:37; Acts 1:6;
3:19-21)? It may have been a problem with which Nehemiah had to contend.35

•5 'y
Blenkinsopp, Judaism: The First Phase, 110.

Raymond Brown, The Message o f  Nehemiah, ed. J. A. Motyer (Downers Grove: 
Inter-Varsity, 1998), 100.

34 Ibid.

35 Holmgren, Israel Alive Again, 100.
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Despite their best efforts to hinder the work, the wall is completed in fifty-two days. 

Nehemiah “caught the vision of a restored, secure Jewish community.”36 Nehemiah’s 

“name underlines the biblical theme of God working out his plans in cooperation with 

people. Nehemiah’s name means ‘God comforts.’ God ‘comforted’ his people through 

the work of Nehemiah and, of course, others.”37

Story-Linking

There are points of congruence and divergence in the stories of Nehemiah rebuilding

Jerusalem’s wall and Woodlawn building a sanctuary. Using the Nehemiah narrative as a

theological foundation and lens, Woodlawn’s narrative becomes a “linking story.” Anne

Streaty Wimberly, a religious educator, espouses a story-linking method that uses biblical

narratives to “help people reframe their personal stories. The process begins by inviting

personal storytelling . . .  Then it moves through biblical reflections that use Scripture as a

mirror of one’s life context.38 Participants engage with the biblical story and “reflect upon

what the story says about God’s work here and now.”39 Intentionally weaving

human stories with God’s story is a natural, intuitive process for many pastors and 
congregational leaders. By becoming more intentional about this narrative work, 
pastors and leaders can invite people to identify with their own biblical and faith 
narratives and reframe aspects of their own lives—from hardship to hope— as part 
of God’s ongoing story with God’s people.40

36 Ibid., 89.

37 Ibid.

38 Golemon, “The Practice of Narrative Leadership in Ministry,” 10.

39 Ibid.

40 Ibid., 13.
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Part of the reframing “comes by connecting our sense of human relevance with a larger 

purpose or promise of God’s time.”41 Viewing current events through the lens of “biblical 

narratives creates new genres of rising above tragedy or of romantic self-fulfillment that 

offer redemptive possibilities.”42

Points o f  Congruence

Seven distinct points of congruence emerge when linking the stories of Nehemiah and 

Woodlawn. First, Nehemiah and Woodlawn both saw a need. Nehemiah saw a need for 

walls to be rebuilt. Woodlawn saw a need to create more worship space. The church 

believed its sanctuary was insufficient to meet the needs of the congregation. Second, 

Nehemiah and Woodlawn both interpreted the seeing of the need as a call to action. By 

revealing the need, God issued an invitation to participate in a divine project. Third, 

Nehemiah and Woodlawn had to delegate tasks. The job was too big for one person 

alone. Many people had to be enlisted for the construction projects to get underway. 

Fourth, Nehemiah and Woodlawn faced challenges. Woodlawn’s main challenge came in 

the form of economic distress. The effects of the recession have rippled throughout the 

community and slowed progress on the sanctuary. Nehemiah’s community also had a 

form of economic distress that temporarily interrupted the work on the wall. Fifth, 

Nehemiah and Woodlawn committed themselves to prayer. Sixth, Nehemiah and 

Woodlawn assumed postures of dependence on God for the completion of the projects. 

While both acknowledge human participation is necessary, both also acknowledge that,

41 Ibid.

42 Ibid.
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ultimately, God must provide what is needed if the work is to be completed. The counsel

of God recorded in the Bible

emphasizes that lasting success can never be had without the help of God, but it is 
equally insistent that people are not passive receptacles who are pushed around by 
God. God’s servants are expected to use all the resources they have to accomplish 
their service for him.43

Seventh, Nehemiah and Woodlawn display complete commitment to completing the

construction projects. Building the sanctuary is demanding much from the Woodlawn

congregation. Rebuilding the wall demanded much from Nehemiah. Yet, both parties

show great determination to finish the projects they perceive God as having started.

Points o f  Divergence 

Although there are seven points of congruence between the church’s story and the 

prophet’s story, there are also five points of divergence. First, Nehemiah did not consider 

the needs of outsiders as he built the wall. The construction was for the benefit o f the 

city’s inhabitants, not outsiders. Woodlawn, however, has given much thought to the 

potential needs of outsiders. This has led the church to alter building plans to include 

extra rooms to accommodate bridal parties and add modified bathrooms for persons with 

special needs. Second, Nehemiah built the wall to keep invaders out. Woodlawn is 

building a sanctuary to invite others in. Third, Nehemiah was certain God meant for him 

to lead the rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem. Some Woodlawn members, however, are 

uncertain about whether God meant for them to build the sanctuary. Some believe it to be 

commissioned by God; others are unsure.

43 Holmgren, Israel Alive Again, 93.
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Fourth, Nehemiah executed a carefully devised plan. Woodlawn, on the other hand, is

following a vague “five year plan.” The church did not obtain professional estimates

before they began building nor did they draw up professional plans. The leaders

themselves estimated construction costs would total approximately $250,000. No cost

breakdown, however, was supplied to support the estimate. They began the project

without a reliable cost estimate and without a clear plan. It is unfortunate that careful

planning is too often

overlooked by persons in leadership, whether in the church or outside it in 
business or government. In Christian circles, the problem may be traceable to a 
false spirituality that goes like this: ‘God has told me to do so and so,’ the 
dreamer says. ‘Yes? And how are you going to do it?’ ‘I don’t know. I guess I’m 
just going to start out and see what the Lord does for me.’ People who start this 
way usually return with the job not finished. Counting the cost is crucial before 
we commit ourselves to any task . . .Dependence on God does not eliminate 
planning any more than it eliminates hard work.44

The lack of a well formulated plan has proved costly to Woodlawn. It has resulted in a

project they initially thought would cost $250,000 costing, by the time it is completed,

more in the neighborhood of $500,000. This is an astronomical amount of money for a

congregation numbering forty-seven members.

Fifth, Nehemiah perceived the state of Jerusalem’s wall as a source of shame and 

disgrace.45 Woodlawn, however, does not see the unfinished sanctuary as a source of 

shame or disgrace. The effects of the recession are seen throughout the country, not just 

in their community; therefore, they have a different perspective. As long as progress is

44 James Montgomery Boice, Nehemiah: An Expositional Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Books, 1990), 29.

45 Neh 1:3; 2:3,17.
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made and construction continues, the sanctuary is viewed as an unfulfilled promise, one 

that God will certainly fulfill in due season.

In story-linking the narratives of Woodlawn and Nehemiah, one finds both 

convergence and divergence. No doubt, however, the moral of Nehemiah’s story is the 

same as that of Woodlawn’s: “God alone is able to change hearts, move kingdoms, and 

provide for our many needs.”46 The work on Woodlawn’s sanctuary will one day be 

finished just as Nehemiah’s work on the wall was finished. And, like Nehemiah, the 

church can properly claim it was “accomplished with the help of our God.”47

46 Boice, Nehemiah, 21.

47 Neh 6:16.



CHAPTER 4 

DATA COLLECTION 

Surveying the Congregation

The data for this project was collected by surveying the congregation through two

sources: paperwork and people. Mixed methods of data collection were used because, in

the past, some knowledgeable

proponents of quantitative approaches portrayed qualitative research as soft, 
subjective, and unscientific. Proponents of qualitative approaches portrayed 
quantitative research as failing to capture the meanings that inform human action 
and the diversity of lifeworlds.1

Therefore, the researcher opted to combine qualitative and quantitative strategies.2

The survey of people was restricted to Woodlawn members and regular attendees over 

the age of eighteen who responded to an invitation to assist with this project. Sixteen 

members volunteered to participate. When the participants met for the large group 

gathering, the researcher employed narrative research strategies. This qualitative form of 

inquiry

focuses on gathering and telling the stories of individuals. Data is gathered 
through conversations in which people share stories of events in their

1 Osmer, Practical Theology, 631.

2 Ibid.
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lives. These are sometimes organized into life chapters or around epiphanies 
(significant events that have left their mark on the individual).3

The qualitative data collected in the large group setting was augmented by quantitative

data provided in the form of paperwork, primarily minutes of church meetings, and

financial records.

Surveying the Paperwork 

Surveying Woodlawn’s paperwork helped in developing a rudimentary timeline o f the 

genesis and progression of the sanctuary construction project. The records used were 

dated from June 2006 through May 2012. The financial records included bank statements, 

financial summaries, and other records provided by the church treasurer. The minutes of 

the meetings contained notes on the initial discussions related to the potential building 

project. Together, the financial records and meeting minutes shed light on how the 

project was initially proposed, approved, and initiated.

The paperwork reveals that the discussion about building a new sanctuary began in 

2006. The idea was proposed by two key leaders who hoped that initiating a building 

project would lead to an increase in church membership. The church experienced a 

growth spurt between 2000 and 2005. During those years, membership grew from forty- 

three to seventy-two members. Since then, however, membership has been on the decline. 

The decline started due to several factors including death, divorce, and the relocation of 

several families. The leaders believed that a larger, updated sanctuary could spark interest 

in the church and help draw new members.

3 Ibid., 639-41.
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Two key leaders officially proposed the project to the congregation in November 

2006. The leaders encouraged the church to build based on a vague “five year plan.” A 

vote was taken immediately following the proposal. An overwhelming majority of 

members voted to build the sanctuary.

With the consent of the congregation, the process to obtain permission to build from 

the United Methodist Church’s district office began. After the appropriate documents 

were submitted, a meeting was held with district leaders. The two key leaders initially 

proposing the project acted as the church’s representatives. The meeting resulted in the 

church receiving permission to start construction.

Building began in September 2007. Craft Construction Company received five 

thousand dollars to start the project. The written records indicate that no initial budget or 

exact figures were submitted to the congregation when the project was proposed. The 

leaders themselves estimated that construction costs would total approximately $250,000. 

Unfortunately, no detailed, professional estimates were obtained to support the estimate 

given.

Construction of the sanctuary got off to a great start. Much progress was made in 2007 

and part of 2008. A few months into 2008, however, the church started feeling the ripples 

of the economic downturn. The effect of the recession was undeniable. The church 

members most impacted by the changing economic climate were those who owned their 

own businesses or were otherwise self-employed. Prior to 2008, these specific members 

contributed the most money to the building project. Suddenly, donations began to dry up.
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Members were reducing their budgets and tightening their belts at home. They simply did 

not have extra funds to give toward building a sanctuary.

The researcher was appointed pastor of Woodlawn in 2009. Construction had slowed 

considerably by that time, but the portion of the sanctuary that had already been built was 

impressive. The outer shell was completely finished and beautiful custom wood doors 

costing $45,478 adorned the exterior entrance and the inner foyer. By May 2012, 

$312,192 had been spent on building the sanctuary. Although the exterior was finished, 

the interior remained untouched. Lighting fixtures, sound system, video screens, theater 

seating, an altar, choir loft, carpeting, plumbing, and trim work were still needed. Based 

on estimates given by sub-contractors, it will take another $250,000 to purchase these 

items and complete the sanctuary.

In addition to financing the remaining interior work, the church acquired debt when it 

finished the sanctuary’s exterior. Paying off the debt is a high priority. When construction 

began, Woodlawn made two important financial decisions. First, the church opened a line 

of credit from which they could draw funds as labor and materials were purchased. 

Second, they established a building fund account so members could deposit designated 

funds. As of May 2012, the balance in the building fund account was $51,000. Using the 

line of credit left the church $74,000 in debt. At that time, members were giving 

approximately two thousand dollars per month toward construction costs. This was a 

decrease from the five thousand dollars (or more) that was collected monthly in 2007.

The paperwork reflects that, while giving decreased, work on the sanctuary continued in 

small increments.
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Surveying the People 

After surveying the paperwork, the researcher conducted a “survey of the people.”

The survey took place in the church’s fellowship hall on the evening of June 23, 2012. 

The collection of data and stories lasted four hours and was comprised of seven parts: 

introduction, pre-survey, personal story session, pastoral story session, focus group 

discussion, debriefing, and post-survey. An overview of this component of the data 

collection process follows.

First, before participants arrived, the researcher prepared the room. Tables were pulled 

together so conversation and eye contact could easily be made during the informal, large 

group setting. Two boxes used to collect completed surveys were placed by the door. 

Using two boxes rather than one allowed participants to randomly drop the completed 

surveys in either box, helping to ensure anonymity. A tape recorder was placed in the 

center of the room to record the sessions. The researcher kept a notebook close by so 

additional notes could be taken. After preparing the room, the researcher waited for 

project participants to arrive. An open invitation to participate was issued to the entire 

church, but no immediate response to the invitation was required. Therefore, the 

researcher was not sure that a sufficient number of church members would choose to 

attend the story sessions.

Woodlawn has forty-seven active members and several regular attendees. None of the 

regular attendees chose to participate in this project. Sixteen active members, however, 

did choose to participate. At first glance, this may not appear to be an adequate 

population sample, but sixteen participants represents thirty-four percent of the total
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active membership at Woodlawn. This translates to roughly one third of the church that 

participated in the project.

When the participants arrived, there was a pot of coffee available and casual chatting 

ensued. Six members brought homemade ice cream to share. The overall ambiance of the 

assembly was casual, relaxed, and even a bit festive. The atmosphere remained convivial 

throughout the evening.

The data collection process began with a twenty minute introductory period. The 

researcher gave church members a detailed description of the project. After hearing the 

project description, members were invited to ask questions about the project and their 

participation in it. Next, the researcher asked each participant to read the instruction sheet 

that she handed out.

Some time was then allotted for the researcher to answer any questions potential 

participants wanted to ask. Church members were then given the option of leaving before 

the story session started or staying to participate. Everyone chose to stay and participate. 

At this point, participants were told they could opt out of the project at any time by 

stating their desire to do so. The introductory period ended with each person receiving 

and signing an informed consent document.

After signing the informed consent, a pre-survey was handed out. The pre-survey 

contained twenty questions, and twenty minutes was allotted for its completion. Two 

sessions followed the pre-survey in which sanctuary stories were collected as data. The 

first session was a personal story session lasting fifty minutes. During this time, members
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shared personal stories about some aspect of the building of the sanctuary. A fifteen 

minute break followed the conclusion of the personal story session.

After the break, the pastoral story session began. The fifty minute long session was 

split into two segments. In the first segment, the researcher/pastor shared the story of 

Nehemiah’s rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem. In the second segment, the researcher 

invited participants to interlace Nehemiah’s story with Woodlawn’s. The group reflected 

on ways in which Nehemiah’s story was similar to or different from Woodlawn’s story.

After the pastoral story session, participants took another ten minute break. When 

reassembled, participants were asked to form three smaller focus groups labeled Group 

A, Group B, and Group C. Groups were not assigned but self-selected. The researcher 

provided questions to guide the focus group discussions. The groups received thirty 

minutes to consider each question, engage in discussion, and write a sentence or two 

summarizing their conversations.

After the focus groups ended, a debriefing session was held. In this session, the focus 

groups shared the responses written down during their discussions. The data collection 

process ended with participants completing a post-survey. The analysis and interpretation 

of the data is the subject of the next chapter.

Summary of Statistics 

The responses given in the story sessions, the focus group discussions as well as the 

answers marked on both surveys provide the basis for this summary. The summary is 

organized with respect to the five discoveries the researcher sought to make. These are 

described in the introduction, but, for convenience, the discovery questions are also listed
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here. First, do the different demographics of the church population respond differently to 

narrative leadership? Second, does the use of narrative leadership have any effect on 

willingness to support the building project? Third, do the majority of church members 

perceive the building project as commissioned and driven by God or by people? Fourth, 

is narrative leadership an effective way to share information with the congregation? Fifth, 

can narrative leadership assist in communicating a more hopeful “sanctuary story” to the 

congregation? The data relevant to each question is summarized below sequentially.

First, let us look at the demographics of the sixteen project participants. The 

demographic areas include gender, age, education, length of church membership, and 

income. By coincidence, the sample population was evenly split between males and 

females. With respect to the age of participants, 19% were between eighteen and forty 

years old. Fifty-six percent were between forty-one and sixty, and 25% were sixty-one or 

older. Sixty-nine percent of participants graduated from high school while 31% graduated 

from college. Only 25% have been members of Woodlawn for less than fifteen years;

37% have worshiped at Woodlawn between sixteen and thirty years, and 38% have been 

members for over thirty-one years. The majority of members (75%) earn between thirty 

and sixty thousand dollars per year. Twelve percent of participants make less than thirty 

thousand dollars per year; another 12% brings home more than sixty thousand dollars. 

Only one percent earns more than ninety thousand dollars annually.

The second discovery concerns the effect narrative leadership may have on members’ 

willingness to support the building project. The pre-survey results record that, prior to the 

story sessions, all of the respondents had already displayed a high level of support for the
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sanctuary project. In fact, eleven respondents (70%) indicated that, from the beginning, 

they were fully supportive of building a sanctuary. Support was offered in the forms of 

prayer, money, labor, building materials, or a combination of these.

After the story sessions and focus groups, survey results show that 88% of respondents 

identified themselves as fully supportive, which is an increase of 18%. This percentage 

indicates that three people who were not fully supportive before the story sessions 

transitioned to fully supportive sometime during the sessions. The biggest area of 

movement with regard to possible forms of support came in the area of prayer. Prior to 

the story sessions, seven members (44%) stated they pray each week for the sanctuary 

project. After the story sessions, 11 members (70%) stated they would pray more 

frequently for the project.

The third discovery concerns members’ perceptions about the genesis of the 

sanctuary. Do members perceive the project as originating with God or people? Who do 

they think is driving the project forward? On the pre-survey, ten respondents (63%) 

indicated that, when construction first started, they believed the idea of building the 

sanctuary originated with God rather than people. At some point after building started, 

but before the story sessions, one member changed position from believing people 

originated it to believing God originated it. Five members (31%) indicated their belief 

that people are the originators of the project. One person was unclear on this point.

An overwhelming majority of members, however, are very clear about whose 

responsibility it is to complete the sanctuary. Fourteen of sixteen members (88%) 

believed it is up to God to see to it that construction of the sanctuary is finished. Of the



46

two remaining pre-survey responses, one member was unclear about this. The other 

believed it is up to members to finish the job they have started.

After the project ended, 94% of participants indicated a belief that God commissioned 

Woodlawn to build the sanctuary. The represents an increase of 31 %, which equates to 

five people changing their positions. Before the narrative leadership project, two 

members indicated on the pre-survey that people were the force driving the progression 

of the sanctuary. After the project, however, 100% of participants stated that God is the 

driving force behind the project. Therefore, it is unsurprising that 100% of participants 

also indicated that, ultimately, it is up to God to complete the construction of the 

sanctuary.

The fourth discovery relates to whether or not narrative leadership is an effective way 

to share information with Woodlawn’s congregation. Prior to the story sessions and focus 

groups, eight members (50%) stated that they had an excellent understanding of the 

origin and progression of the sanctuary project. Another 30% stated that their degree of 

understanding was good. Twenty percent indicated they did not have a good 

understanding of the project. All participants, however, agreed that narrative leadership 

could be useful in helping them understand the project and discern the church’s location 

in the building process. It is encouraging that the pre-survey recorded a 100% positive 

response to narrative leadership’s potential usefulness.

Narrative leadership did, indeed, prove useful. In the post-survey, all participants 

wrote that they had enjoyed the sessions and focus groups. Furthermore, 100% of 

respondents said that participating in the project had benefitted them. Eight participants
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(50%) had gained a better understanding of the project. Another 50% had gained a better 

sense of the church’s location in the building process. In addition, because it was openly 

discussed in the story sessions and focus groups, 100% of participants gained clarity 

about the next step that should be taken in the building process. Participants unanimously 

agreed they would recommend the use of narrative leadership methods in future ministry 

endeavors.

The fifth discovery concerned whether or not narrative leadership could assist in 

communicating a more hopeful “sanctuary story” to the congregation. In the pre-survey, 

all sixteen participants indicated they were already hopeful about the sanctuary project.

All sixteen, however, also indicated their belief that narrative leadership could potentially 

increase their sense of hope.

In the post-survey, all respondents wrote that, as a result o f the story sessions and 

focus groups, their trust in God had increased. All participants unanimously agreed that it 

was helpful to hear both the personal stories told by members and the biblical story told 

by the pastor. The genders, however, differed dramatically in their responses concerning 

which story session was most helpful to them. Surprisingly, 100% of the males stated the 

biblical story session was most helpful and offered the most hope. One hundred percent 

of the women thought just the opposite. They agreed unanimously that the personal 

stories told by members were most helpful and had strengthened their hope. This 

difference of opinion is explored more thoroughly in the following chapter, which offers 

an analysis and interpretation of the data collected for this project.
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As we move into evaluating the data, it should be noted that evaluators “are not 

neutral observers or interpreters. They bring their own perspective and concerns to an 

evaluation.... They do so in their own voice.”4 In chapter five, the pastor/researcher 

attempts, in her own voice, to make sense of the data as it relates to the five discoveries.

4 Kathleen A. Calahan, Projects That Matter: Successful Planning and Evaluation fo r  
Religious Organizations (Herndon: Alban Institute, 2003) 73.



CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

The scope of the analysis and interpretation of project data is limited. Both are 

restricted to the purview of the five potential discoveries and benefits noted in the 

introduction. In the introduction, the hypothesis statement proposes that five benefits will 

be realized through the use of narrative leadership at Woodlawn. The discoveries and 

benefits provide the lens through which the data is viewed. In this chapter, the author will 

answer two key questions about discoveries and benefits: What discoveries were made? 

What benefits were realized? Analysis and interpretation of data combine to answer these 

questions.

Researcher Analysis

The first of the five benefits stated the project would aid members by increasing their 

clarity about the construction of the sanctuary. Second, the project would help the church 

discern their location in the construction process. Third, information would surface that 

could be useful for future ministry endeavors. Fourth, the pastor of the church would 

benefit by studying the congregation and practicing a new ministry tool. Fifth, the stories 

and data gathered in the course of the project would enable us to re-story the situation in 

a more hopeful way.

49
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As stated earlier, this project was designed to make five discoveries about the use of 

narrative leadership at Woodlawn. First, do the different demographics of the church 

population respond differently to narrative leadership? Second, does the use of narrative 

leadership have any effect on willingness to support the building project? Third, do the 

majority of church members perceive the building project as commissioned and driven by 

God or by people? Fourth, is narrative leadership an effective way to share information 

with the congregation? Fifth, can narrative leadership assist in communicating a more 

hopeful “sanctuary story” to the congregation? Each question answered by participants 

corresponds with one of the five potential discoveries and benefits. The analysis of their 

answers reveals the truth about the project benefits and discoveries.

The process of data analysis started with the tabulation of pre-survey and post-survey 

responses. Data was also tabulated from the written and oral responses given during the 

focus group discussions and story sessions. The researcher sustained anonymity of 

participants throughout the collection and tabulation of data. The project design 

inherently protects anonymity by preventing the researcher from matching the sixteen 

participants with their answer sheets. Starting with demographics, the data is summarized 

in light of the five discoveries.

Data and Discoveries

The first discovery relates to the responses narrative leadership elicits from the 

varying demographics of the church population. We asked, “Will people of differing 

gender, age, education, and income respond in the same way to narrative leadership?” A 

bar chart provides a succinct overview of the sample population’s demographics.
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One variable not shown on the chart is the length of church membership. Six 

participants have been members of Woodlawn for thirty-one years or more. Six 

participants have been members between sixteen and thirty years. Only four participants 

have been members for less than fifteen years.

By chance, the gender of the participant pool was evenly split between male and 

female. In the surveys, focus group discussions, and story sessions, both genders recorded 

consistently positive responses to the use of narrative leadership. There is, however, one 

caveat. While both genders found narrative leadership equally useful, there is a clear 

demarcation in story preference. Without exception, all females preferred the personal 

story session, but all of the males preferred the biblical story session. Gender, then, may 

(and probably should) impact the type of stories a leader chooses to use in narrative 

leadership. Gender, however, does not impact the usefulness of narrative leadership. 

Despite the distinct story preferences of males and females, the entire sample population,
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irrespective of demographics, affirmed having received some benefit from the use of 

narrative leadership. Because all participants responded positively to and benefitted from  

narrative leadership, demographics do not appear be a factor in the overall usefulness of 

narrative leadership.

The second discovery is whether or not narrative leadership can affect the willingness 

to support the building project. Some difficulty was incurred in making the second 

discovery because the pre-survey results indicate that the majority of participants already 

had a high level of support for the building project. The types of support assessed include 

donations of money, labor, or materials. Prayer and involvement in the decision making 

process were also included as ways of expressing support for the project.

O f the sixteen participants in this project, thirteen regularly help make decisions 

related to building the sanctuary. Three have not participated in the decision making 

process at all. O f these three participants, only one indicated that she had not been given 

the opportunity to help make decisions.

Although participants were originally extremely supportive of the project, the post

survey results indicate that, at the end of the project, there was a slight increase in 

willingness to support the project. The area of support most affected was prayer. At the 

start of the project, fifteen participants stated they sporadically prayed about the 

sanctuary. The one remaining participant did not pray at all about the project. At the end 

of the story sessions, all participants stated they realized they should pray more often 

about the building of the sanctuary. In light of this, it was determined that the use of
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narrative leadership can have a positive impact on the level o f support given to a ministry 

project.

The third discovery is whether church members perceive the building project as 

commissioned and driven by God or by people. This is considered an interesting 

discovery because it is reasonable to assume that, if church members truly believe God is 

the originator and motivator of a ministry project, they will display a high level of 

support for that project. Personal interest was piqued even more when, as pastor of the 

church, mixed signals were received about this matter. Some members indicated their 

belief that God was at the center of the project. Other members indicated their belief that 

the congregation had taken the project upon themselves. Who did the members really 

believe was behind this project? The data compiled from the surveys, focus groups, and 

story sessions indicate the majority of participants believe “God put building the 

sanctuary in the hearts of the people.”1 There were, however, a couple of dissenters who 

indicated their doubt about the matter. Even so, they still support the project.

The fourth discovery is whether or not narrative leadership is an effective way to share 

information with the congregation. This is important because, in any ministry endeavor, 

communication is always a key factor. The pastor perceived that progress on the 

sanctuary may have slowed, in part, due to poor communication about the project.

In analyzing survey data, one question related to communication stood out due to the 

lack of uniformity in the answers given. The question explored the group’s understanding 

of the start and progression of the building project. They were asked if, overall, they had

1 Some version of this phrase was repeatedly used by participants in focus group 
discussions and story sessions.
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a good, excellent, or poor understanding of the project. The responses were mixed. At the 

end of the project, post-survey results show an increase in the group’s understanding of 

the start and progression of the building project. This implies that narrative leadership is 

an effective way to share information with the congregation.

The fifth discovery is whether or not narrative leadership can assist in communicating 

a more hopeful “sanctuary story” to the congregation. By the end of the project, the 

responses of participants indicated that the story sessions and focus group discussions 

increased their sense of hope. The personal stories reminded them of important moments 

in the building process. The biblical story encouraged their continued faith in God and 

renewed excitement about the project. Having concluded with the five discoveries, we 

now take a closer look at the story sessions and focus groups before offering an 

interpretation of the data.

Story Sessions

For this project, two story sessions were held, one biblical and one personal. The goal 

of both sessions was to hear stories about the building of the sanctuary. The first story 

session focused on personal stories voluntarily and spontaneously told to the group by 

church members. The second session focused on the pastor’s telling of the biblical story 

of Nehemiah’s rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem.

In both story sessions, the researcher led group discussions from a “not-knowing 

position.”2 A not-knowing position is taken when one approaches a task from a “position

2 Hester and Walker-Jones, Know Your Story, 5.
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of curiosity instead of a knowing position of top-down direction.” Taking a not-knowing 

position is effective when the group leader does not want to “transfer knowledge but 

rather to create conditions for students to acquire knowledge and wisdom for 

themselves.”4

Personal Story Session 

In the personal story session, stories were told about the origin of the sanctuary 

project. Five men and six women chose to share stories related to the building of the 

sanctuary. The men’s stories were concise, oriented to the individual, and focused more 

on the technical aspects of the construction project. The men described some facet of the 

building process that was particularly memorable to them. For example, one man told a 

story about purchasing the sanctuary doors and the difficulties encountered during that 

process. The story ended with the gentleman describing his sense of satisfaction when the 

doors were hung and commenting on how beautiful they look in the sanctuary.

In comparison, the stories told by the women in the personal story session were not as 

concise as those told by the men. Their stories were more detailed, group oriented, and 

focused on the sense of community felt by members when a portion of the sanctuary was 

finished. For example, one lady shared a story about the day the steeple was put in place. 

On the day of delivery, several members assembled at the church to admire the steeple 

perched on the roof. The emphasis of the story is on the community, on the sense of 

accomplishment and unity sparked by the impromptu gathering.

3 Ibid., 4.

4 Ibid.
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The personal story session highlights differences in “how we access reality. Everyone 

had a different angle. No one person had the entire truth.”5 Some participants clearly 

remembered events from years ago while others did not. There were conflicting 

memories about which church members initially proposed the project. Each person had a 

piece of the story but none had all of the pieces needed to fully reconstruct events.

The results of the personal story session support the findings of Richard Hester and 

Kelli Walker-Jones. They propose that, when “we tell a story of an event or series of 

events, we are selective. We choose only parts o f an event for the plot, for we cannot 

possibly round up every detail of what occurred.”6 In fact, of all the things that take place 

in any given event, each person can “tell only a fraction of the total.”7 The gap between 

“what actually took place and what people can tell of it is the place where a narrative 

approach does its primary work.”8

By sharing stories, church members helped close the gap in the story for other 

members. In the stories told by some members, details emerged that were forgotten by 

other members. Using a narrative approach coupled with a not-knowing position, the 

narrative thickens as gaps are filled in and missing details are elicited.9 When every

5 Ibid., 10.

6 Ibid.

7 Ibid., 11.

8 Ibid.

9 Ibid., 12.
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participant was given an opportunity to voluntarily share at least one story, a fuller 

version of the sanctuary story emerged.

The new version of the story gives the building project an origination date. It describes 

the members who are the main proponents of the project. It gives details about the design 

of the sanctuary and the purchase of materials. It lists the real cost of the project as 

compared with the estimated cost. The new sanctuary story pieced together in the 

personal story session is more complete, more accurate than the older, nebulous version 

of the story.

Biblical Story Session 

The personal story session was followed by the biblical story session. In it, the pastor 

told the story of Nehemiah’s leadership in the rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem. We 

learned that the sanctuary project started with the hope that an updated worship space 

would enhance worship and draw visitors. Many church members still voice the belief 

that, if they build the sanctuary, God will fill it. It is, however, evident that some 

members have felt conflicted about the building project. The conflict is primarily due to 

the financial hardship incurred by the church as a result of building the sanctuary. 

Participants agree that the entire community faces economic hardship due to the 

recession. Progress on the sanctuary has slowed as a result. The participants, however, 

continue to emphasize their confidence in and dependence on God.

The confidence they exhibit stems from a deep belief that God is in the midst of the 

building project, even though the building process is difficult. They identify with 

Nehemiah’s determination to complete the wall despite great opposition. They also affirm
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they have not lost their resolve. They remain hopeful and expectant, even as they 

acknowledge the difficulties the church faces in completing the project. There is a clear 

consensus among participants that finishing the sanctuary will be neither fast nor easy. 

Still, the pervading tenor of the story sessions was that of faith, hope, and belief.

Both story sessions were enjoyable, enlightening, and informative. An intriguing 

pattern, however, emerged after the sessions ended. In the post-survey, participants were 

asked which story session, the biblical or personal, was most meaningful and influential. 

The results show the sample population was almost evenly split in their story preferences.

■  P refe rred  Biblical Story 

» P referred  P ersonal Story

Two patterns are clearly seen in the data: (1) the majority of males prefer biblical story 

sessions, and (2) the majority of females prefer personal story sessions. The reason for 

the difference in story preference is indiscernible. The data, however, strongly hints at a
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gender bias. Coincidentally, as this project came to a close, the researcher was given a 

book on gender and brain science. The book depicts women as more relational, dialogic, 

and empathetic.10 While an in-depth study of gendered communication is not possible 

here, perhaps the personal story session appealed to the female participants because it is 

inherently relational and dialogic. The communication in the personal story session is, in 

essence, more conversational, intimate, and interactive than the biblical story session.

Communication in narrative leadership, as with all communication, “becomes 

gendered when sex or gender overtly begins to influence your choices— choices of what 

you say and how you relate to others.” 11 A study of gendered communication, which 

could shed light on the distinctive story preferences of men and women, exceeds the 

scope of this project. The subject, however, of gender and brain science is discussed more 

thoroughly in chapter six. With the story session summary now complete, we turn our 

attention to the focus groups.

Focus Groups

When the story sessions ended, the sixteen participants formed three focus groups. 

Groups A and B had five participants each. Group C had six participants. To guide the 

discussions, the groups were given specific questions. The first question related to the 

start of the building process. The second related to the continuation of the building

10 Michael Gurian and Barbara Annis, Leadership & the Sexes: Using Gender Science 
to Create Success in Business (CA: Jossey-Bass, 2008), 59.

11 Diana K. Ivy, GenderSpeak: Personal Effectiveness in Gender Communication 
(NY: McGraw-Hill, 2004) 30.
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process. The third related to the completion of the building process— when the sanctuary 

is finished and used regularly. Each question given to the focus groups is repeated below 

and is followed by a summary of the responses received from each group.

1. Think about the beginning of the sanctuary construction project. Is there a particular 
Bible story that reminds you of your initial perception of (or reaction to) the project 
being proposed? Why?

In response to the first question, Group A stated that constructing the sanctuary

reminds them of the story of King Solomon building a temple where people worship

God. They noted that, like King Solomon, they want the building to “represent the glory

of God.” Group B recounted King David’s efforts to gather materials so King Solomon

could build a temple when the time came. King David’s efforts remind them of their own

because they know that when the sanctuary is finished “it will not be just for us but for

others that will come.”

Group C was particularly ambitious in their written comments. They observed that,

although King David collected the building materials, it was actually King Solomon who

constructed the temple. They noted that “King David started a project that someone else

was called to finish.” They also emphasized the fact that God told Noah to build the ark

before it started to rain. They believe that, if they build the sanctuary, others will come to

use and enjoy it. To them, building the sanctuary before the church has the membership

to fill it and sustain it is an act of faith. Furthermore, they seem to earnestly believe it is a

wise move despite evidence to the contrary. They truly believe that, once the sanctuary is

finished, it will attract new members.
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2. Five years have passed since construction on the sanctuary started. What biblical 
story, verse, or principle now comes to mind when you think about continuing the 
work on the sanctuary? Is there a biblical figure that embodies this story, verse, or 
principle?

Group A answered the second question similarly to the first. Again, the dominant 

story was that of King Solomon’s temple, and the king was the primary biblical figure to 

whom they referred. Group A emphasized that, like building the sanctuary, building the 

temple was a long process, too. They noted that “King Solomon had the wisdom and 

patience to continue building.” Group B wrote they were reminded of three biblical 

stories: Noah and the ark, Nehemiah and the wall of Jerusalem, and the Hebrews building 

in Egypt. All three construction efforts required sustained focus and determination.

Group C noted that the biblical story that came to mind in the course of their discussion 

was that of Job. After enduring prolonged hardship, Job successfully made it through a 

great challenge and, in the end, was blessed. Group C also acknowledged the possibility 

that others would eventually finish the project they have started.

3. Imagine the sanctuary is finished and Sunday services are held there. Name the 
activities you envision occurring in that worship space. Is there a location or building 
mentioned in the Bible where those activities take place?

Group A envisioned acts of worship like singing, praying, and preaching taking place 

in the sanctuary. This reminds them of the temple in Jerusalem. Group B made an 

extensive list of activities including plays featuring children and youth, choir concerts, 

community events, and special services. They, too, cited the temple in Jerusalem as the 

biblical location called to mind. Group C listed singing, praising, praying, weddings, and 

funerals. This group named Cana as the biblical location of which they were reminded.
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They noted that Jesus performed his first miracle at the wedding in Cana and indicated 

there would also be something miraculous about finishing the sanctuary.

The responses of the three focus groups have common themes and common figures. 

King David, King Solomon, Noah, Nehemiah, the Hebrews, and Job were mentioned in 

all of the discussions. The groups perceived these figures as embodying sacrificial 

service. These are biblical figures who work faithfully and diligently to bring glory to 

God. They display patience, perseverance, obedience, and hope. In the focus group 

discussions and written responses, emphasis was placed on continuing in the face of 

hardship and maintaining confidence in God.

Five Benefits

As part of data analysis the five discoveries were discussed earlier. Now, the five 

potential benefits must be considered. The surveys, story sessions, and focus group 

discussions made it clear that participants benefitted by taking part in the project. The 

following section contains descriptions of the five specific benefits realized by the 

participants.

First, the project increased understanding of the entire sanctuary building process. The 

history compiled from the financial records and meeting minutes gave the members 

background information about the project and a rudimentary timeline. If they did not 

know earlier, they learned how the project was proposed and passed and how it 

progressed. They learned who initiated building the sanctuary and how much money it 

has cost so far. They also learned how much more it will cost before it is finished.
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Participants explicitly stated that, at the end of the project, they had a better overall 

understanding of the construction process.

Second, the project helped members discern the church’s location in the construction 

process. When the stages of building were discussed, the church’s next step was also 

discussed. Participants heard about the exterior work that has been finished. In the 

personal story session they were informed by a church member, one who has been very 

involved in the construction process from the start, that interior work needs to be started. 

In the conversations that followed, the group agreed that a reputable interior designer 

should be contacted to provide ideas about structuring and finishing the interior.

Third, in the process of carrying out the project, information surfaced about the church 

and narrative leadership that will be useful for future ministry endeavors. It came to light 

that Woodlawn men prefer stories that are concise, factual, and action oriented. On the 

other hand, Woodlawn women prefer stories that are lengthier, detailed, intimate, and 

community oriented. This is useful information, especially if narrative leadership 

methods are used in the future.

Fourth, as pastor of the church, the researcher benefitted from the project in several 

ways. First, new facts about the congregation were acquired. In the story sessions, the 

pastor learned which members are bold enough to speak their minds publicly and which 

are more timid in a group setting. Also, the pastor’s understanding of the entire sanctuary 

construction process was enhanced. This is helpful since construction started before she 

was appointed to Woodlawn. Furthermore, the pastor benefitted from learning and 

practicing a fresh approach to ministry.
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Fifth, the stories and data gathered in the course of the project facilitated the re- 

storying of the situation. Now, the sanctuary story is presented in a more hopeful light. 

Through the sharing of personal stories and Nehemiah’s story, participants linked the 

stories in such a way that new hope, momentum, and enthusiasm were created. The re- 

storying is not an individual effort. Rather, during and after the sessions, re-storying 

became (and remains) a group effort. As pastor, the researcher thought it likely that she 

would lead the re-storying effort. This proved to be false. As church members discussed 

scripture, worship practices and locations, biblical stories and figures, they began 

reframing their story themselves. This is an unexpected but delightful outcome.

At the end of the sessions, many members stated they benefitted from participating in 

the project. Most of these unsolicited remarks were offered as participants left the 

fellowship hall. It was gratifying to learn that others felt the project was not only 

enjoyable but helpful.

Four Tasks of Interpretation

Four tasks constitute the basic structure of practical theological interpretation: 

descriptive-empirical, interpretive, normative, and pragmatic. “What is going on? Why is 

this going on? What ought to be going on? How might we respond? Answering each of 

these questions is the focus of one of the four core tasks of practical theological

1 9interpretation.” Together, the four tasks provide a framework for interpretation.

1 9 Osmer, Practical Theology, 91.
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The First Interpretive Task 

The first task of practical theological interpretation, the descriptive-empirical task, 

consists of gathering “information that helps us discern patterns and dynamics in 

particular episodes, situations, or contexts.”13 The primary interpretive question is, “What 

is going on?” This can be answered by considering the totality of responses from the 

surveys, story sessions, and focus groups.

In the building of the sanctuary, the compendium of data reveals that, despite a brutal 

recession and decreasing membership, this group is unified in its determination to 

persevere until construction is finished. It is clear from the story sessions that members 

strongly identify with Solomon, Noah, and Nehemiah in three ways. First, they sense a 

divine call to undertake a specific project. Second, like the biblical figures, they feel 

compelled to continue working on the project despite challenges. Third, they place great 

emphasis on faith in God. Because they know the stories of biblical figures who, with 

God’s help, overcame adversity, they choose to focus on faith. They look at other 

assignments given to people by God in scripture and realize that completing divine tasks 

is rarely easy. Because they perceive themselves as a called people, they are determined 

to persevere until the sanctuary is finished.

The Second Interpretive Task 

The second task of practical theological interpretation asks, “Why is this going on?” 

The task draws on “theories of the arts and sciences to better understand and explain why

13 Ibid., 93.
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these patterns and dynamics are occurring.”14 The science theory most applicable to this

project in general and the optimism of the group in particular is the Family Systems

Theory. The church congregation functions much like a family system. Indeed, the

majority of members are, in fact, biologically related or related through marriage.

Individuals that make up a family system have interrelated objectives, engage in regular

interaction, and are interdependent.

A primary component of a family system is the use of messages and rules. The

messages and rules of the system are rarely written down and are reinforced over time.

The messages and rules function to control the group and limit responses to those deemed

acceptable to the group as a whole. Indeed, the surveys, focus group discussions, and

story sessions reveal a remarkable unity in the answers and outlook of church members.

Within the context of the group setting, only positive, faith-filled responses were given.

No dissenting voice was heard. This was odd because, in private conversations with the

pastor, some church members clearly stated their ambivalence about building the

sanctuary. This leads the pastor to believe that members may feel uncomfortable openly

expressing any opinion other than the one the church as a whole has deemed acceptable.

If so, this is an illustration of the family systems dilemma that exists in churches.

Dilemmas that arise from the expression of dissenting opinions are

experienced in every church: To what extent should I, will I, fit in and conform to 
the ways of this congregation, and to what extent can I, should I, be myself and 
follow my own path? Do I keep my differences to myself and appear to go along 
with others in the group because it seems to be ‘the Christian thing to do’?...Thus,

14 Ibid.,94.
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the dilemma: Do we give up who we are in the church in order to appear to be 
unified, harmonious, and at peace with others, or do we openly say what we think, 
at the risk of being perceived as ‘troublemakers’ within the community?15

The participants who privately confided their ambivalence regarding the sanctuary stated 

nothing but full support for the project in the group setting. Considering this as well as 

the story sessions and focus group discussions, the researcher proposes there may be at 

least three unspoken rules at Woodlawn. First, do not be a “troublemaker” by openly 

opposing the decisions of church leaders, especially since they are family members. 

Second, do not express doubt about church projects because doing so equates to lack of 

faith. Third, members should be optimistic about all church projects. Failing to be 

optimistic displays a general lack of support for the church, which is led by family 

members. If these are, indeed, some of the unspoken family system rules, Woodlawn 

would not be the only church to adhere to them.

The Third Interpretive Task

The third task of practical theological interpretation is the normative task that asks, 

“What ought to be going on?” This task uses “theological concepts to interpret particular 

episodes, situations, or contexts.”16 What “ought to be going on” is exactly what is 

already going on. That is, this group, through their optimism, expresses faith and trust in 

God. Hebrews 11:1 states that “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction 

of things not seen.” The consensus of the group is that this type of faith must be

15 Ronald W. Richardson, Creating a Healthier Church: Family Systems Theory, 
Leadership and Congregational Life (MN: Fortress, 1996), 54-56.

16 Osmer, 95.
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maintained. The completion of the sanctuary is hoped for even though the means by 

which it will be completed remain unseen. A commitment to maintaining faith in God 

ought to be normative throughout the Christian church. As Hebrews 11:6 states, “without 

faith it is impossible to please God.”

Besides focusing on maintaining faith, a majority of the Woodlawn group 

unambiguously believe that God “called” them to build the sanctuary. The group’s faith 

in God and belief they were called adds a theological dimension to the project for them. 

Building the sanctuary is not viewed as an ordinary project but as a divine mission. 

Therefore, they say challenges are to be expected. After all, doesn’t trouble arise in every 

divine mission? Isn’t faith always tested?

The concepts of faith and calling are powerfully at work at Woodlawn. In a variety of 

ways, members express belief that God called them, is with them, will make provision, 

and offers divine assistance. Additionally, when the sanctuary is complete, they anticipate 

that God will bless them for their faith and faithfulness. Most, if not all, project 

participants affirm that this is exactly what ought to be going on at Woodlawn.

The Fourth Interpretive Task 

The pragmatic task of practical theological interpretation asks, “How might we 

respond?” This task helps determine “strategies of action that will influence situations in 

ways that are desirable.”17 The future ways in which participants will respond in faith to 

their call was made clear by the group’s data and dialogue.

17 Ibid., 96.
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Both the data and dialogue revealed that, by the end of the project, participants had 

gained clarity about the next step the church needs to take to complete the sanctuary. In 

the large group session, there was consensus that the church should immediately begin 

working on the interior of the sanctuary. Specifically, they agreed that a designer should 

be contacted and asked to submit ideas about the layout of the facility.

In addition, in the debriefing, the group conceded that they should probably stop 

referring to the initial construction plan as the “five year plan.” Construction has already 

been underway for almost six years. In reality, it may take several more years to finish 

the project. Continuing to refer to a “five year plan” makes it seem as though the church 

has somehow failed simply because it did not meet the original projected completion 

date. Adopting an open-ended plan gives the church freedom from falsely imposed 

deadlines that can ultimately be self-defeating.

All of the actions being taken by the project participants in response to the use of 

narrative leadership can, indeed, communicate a more hopeful “sanctuary story” to the 

congregation. The narrative leadership methods encouraged participants to pray and 

maintain faith in God. The story sessions reminded them of just how far they have 

already come. The focus group discussions stirred up their imaginations and renewed 

excitement about the project.

In addition, participating in the project helped the group identify the next step needed 

in the building process. The group’s commitment to abandon the “five year plan” 

conveys the belief and the message that the church is operating on God’s schedule rather 

than its own. In these small yet significant ways, the use of narrative leadership has
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helped the congregation gain a renewed sense of calling, commitment, faith, and 

excitement about God’s activity in their midst. This is, indeed, a more hopeful sanctuary 

story.



CHAPTER 6 

POST-PROJECT OBSERVATIONS 

Since the project ended, the author has reflected on the use of narrative leadership.

The ultimate goal of this project was to find out whether it could be an effective ministry 

tool at Woodlawn UMC. The goal was achieved. In the end, narrative leadership proved 

to be effective at Woodlawn. This chapter supports that conclusion, first, by offering 

observations linked to the initial assumptions described in the introduction. An 

assessment of the effectiveness of narrative leadership occurs within the review of 

assumptions. Next, an area of science impacting the practice of narrative leadership is 

described. Finally, closing comments are made. Post-project observations now begin with 

a review of the seven assumptions made before the project started.

Review of Assumptions 

In this section, the assumptions are described sequentially. A summary of the relevant 

data follows each assumption. Then, a conclusion is made about the assumption’s 

correctness. First, the researcher assumed that a sufficient number of church members 

would volunteer to participate in the project. Although the population sample seems 

small, the sixteen members who participated in the project represent thirty-four percent of 

the total active membership at Woodlawn, roughly one third of the church. In most 

churches today, getting one third of a church’s total population to volunteer for any

71
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project is an achievement. Therefore, the sample population drawn from Woodlawn’s 

membership proved to be sufficient; the first assumption was correct. Second, it was 

assumed that most story session participants would be willing to honestly, openly share 

their stories and thoughts with other participants. The survey portion of the project did 

not allow for storytelling, but the story sessions and focus group discussions gave 

participants the opportunity to share their thoughts and stories. In the personal story 

session, five men and six women volunteered to share their thoughts and stories about the 

sanctuary construction project. In the biblical story session, seven men and seven women 

offered their comments. In the focus groups, all participants contributed to the 

discussions.

Throughout the project, many thoughts and stories were openly shared. One additional 

observation, however, needs to be noted here. It pertains to the general tone of the 

comments made and stories told. While participants openly shared stories and thoughts, 

the complete absence of negative comments was noticeable. This struck the 

pastor/researcher as odd for two reasons.

First, some of the participants had previously made negative comments about the 

construction project to the pastor in private conversations. Second, any construction 

project of great magnitude invites conflicting opinions at some point in the building 

process. The pastor knew from church records that opinions about the sanctuary had 

differed at times. Sitting in the sessions, however, one would never know it. There was an 

air of complete unity and agreement among all parties.
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This discrepancy between private and public comments is a cause for concern. The 

willingness of participants to openly share is indisputable, but the willingness to honestly 

share is slightly questionable. The reluctance to voice a dissenting opinion is more 

understandable when one considers that most Woodlawn members are close relatives. 

Keeping peace in the family is highly prized at the church. If participants think their 

comments might disrupt the peace of the family, they will probably refrain from making 

them.

It may well be that, in the sessions, participants faced the “family systems dilemma” 

described in the interpretation section of chapter five. The large group setting, in a sense, 

forced participants to ask, “Do we give up who we are in the church in order to appear to 

be unified, harmonious, and at peace with others, or do we openly say what we think, at 

the risk of being perceived as ‘troublemakers’ within the community?”1 Because the 

“family systems dilemma” could account for the homogeneity of the opinions expressed 

in the sessions, the second assumption is found to be only partially correct.

Third, an assumption was made that the project would help church members gain 

clarity about the building project. The project did, in fact, help them gain clarity. By the 

end of the project, participants had affirmed this through the post-survey, discussions, 

and parting comments. Every phase of the building process was discussed during the 

course of the project. Gaps were filled that had previously existed in the knowledge of 

members. By the time we parted ways, every participant had heard some new bit of 

information. Given this, I can confidently state the third assumption was correct.

1 Richardson, Creating a Healthier Church, 56.
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The fourth assumption stated that the project would help the church members discern 

their location in the building process. This assumption was correct, primarily for the same 

reasons the third assumption was correct. In discussing every facet of the building of the 

sanctuary, members got a sense of exactly where the church was located in the building 

process. Furthermore, members got a sense of the next step that needs to be taken. By the 

end of the group sessions, it was agreed that an interior designer would be contacted to 

supply design ideas for the layout of the sanctuary’s interior. Therefore, the fourth 

assumption was correct.

It must be noted here that the third and fourth assumptions are directly related to the 

effectiveness of narrative leadership at Woodlawn. As stated in the introduction, 

effectiveness is determined by whether or not the project: (1) helps members gain clarity 

about the project by increasing understanding of the origin and progression of the 

construction project, and (2) helps the church discern their location in the building 

process. The accuracy of the third and fourth assumptions bear witness to the fact that the 

criteria for effectiveness was met.

The fifth assumption states the researcher would benefit by practicing a new form of 

leadership. The assumption was correct. The pastor/researcher benefitted from 

researching and implementing narrative leadership methods. A benefit was also realized 

by getting to know church members better. Narrative leadership proved to be enjoyable 

and useful. It will remain in the “ministry toolbox” from this moment on. In fact, at least 

twice a year, the North Georgia Conference of the United Methodist Church hosts large, 

multi-church meetings in which a variety of workshops are offered. The researcher hopes
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to become so proficient in narrative leadership methods that she can offer workshop 

opportunities to other pastors.

This takes us to the sixth assumption, which is that narrative leadership would prove 

to be a useful ministry tool at Woodlawn and in future ministry projects. Narrative 

leadership did prove to be a useful tool. The congregation is folksy, warm, and 

welcoming. They appreciate someone taking an interest in their church and arranging a 

gathering so time can be spent chatting about it. In the sessions, information was 

exchanged, knowledge was gained, and the sense of camaraderie increased. Through the 

post-survey and discussions, every participant affirmed that narrative leadership was 

useful. Since narrative leadership was useful in this specific context, and, since narrative 

leadership methods are transferable to other contexts, one can reasonably assume it will 

be useful in future ministry endeavors.

Seventh, it was assumed that the sharing and hearing of stories would lead church 

members to a more encouraging, hopeful interpretation of the sanctuary story. This 

assumption was correct. In the personal story session, members reminded each other of 

just how much progress the church has already made. The exterior o f the sanctuary is 

completely finished. The steeple is in place. The landscaping is done. These are just some 

of the achievements members took time to celebrate. In remembering and celebrating 

together, their excitement was renewed.

In the biblical story session, members heard of the challenges Nehemiah faced when 

rebuilding Jerusalem’s wall. They named similar challenges faced by Woodlawn. As both 

construction stories were reviewed, participants made statements highlighting ways in



76

which they saw the building projects as simpatico. Story-linking between the Nehemiah 

and Woodlawn stories led to Woodlawn members feeling a type of kinship with 

Nehemiah. Participants were happy to hear that, despite great challenges, Nehemiah 

finally completed the wall. They viewed its completion as a victory. More important, they 

were encouraged that they, too, could be victorious in completing their own building 

project.

After reviewing the seven assumptions, six are assessed as correct. One is deemed 

partially correct. The correctness of the majority undergirds the conclusion that narrative 

leadership is an effective ministry tool. Furthermore, overwhelmingly positive feedback 

has been received. The project has been described repeatedly as enjoyable and helpful. 

Survey results indicate that some benefit was realized by all of the participants. The 

compendium of evidence is sufficient to conclude that narrative leadership works well at 

Woodlawn.

For Further Research

As the project came to a close, I was given a book on brain science and gender. Since 

the 1970s, researchers have used “medical technology and computers to study gender in 

the brain.”2 PET scans, MRI scans, and SPECT imaging have all been used to show that 

male and female brains are “organized differently ... that the regions of the male and 

female brain activate differently ... that the male and female brain look quite different in

-l

terms of brain activity.” Research shows there are three primary areas of male/female

2 Gurian and Annis, Leadership & the Sexes, 7.

3 Ibid., 8.
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brain difference. There are distinct differences in brain blood flow, particular structures in 

the brain, and brain chemistry.

In addition, brain scans show that “blood flows in the male and female brain to 

differently developed spatial-mechanical and verbal-emotive brain centers and 

pathways.”4 Different blood flow patterns have also been consistently detected in the 

white and gray matter of the brain.

Men have approximately six and a half times more gray matter related to cognition 
and intelligence than women have, and women have nearly ten times as much white 
matter related to cognition and intelligence than men have. In all our brains, gray matter 
processes information locally in the brain, whereas white matter networks and connects 
information between different information processing centers in the brain. Because of the 
gray/white matter difference, women tend to move more information among diverse brain 
centers. Men tend to localize information in one or two centers.5

Furthermore, the results of brain science studies consistently indicate that although men

and women produce equivalent intellectual performance, their brains do it differently.

Male and female brains differ in: (1) how and what we remember, (2) processing words

(how many and what kind we use), (3) how we experience the world, (4) processing

purchases (what we buy and why we buy it), (5) the ways the midbrain (the limbic

system) and emotional processing works, and (6) the amounts of white matter and gray

matter present in the brain.6

4 Ibid., 32.

5 Ibid.

6 Ibid., 8-9.



78

Due to brain differences, men and women vary in their interpersonal relationships and 

relational styles. Women are more interactive, participatory, connective, and inductive.7 

Women tend to keep “interactions extended and vital until the interaction has worked 

through its emotional content.”8 Women “tend to see possible connections between each 

person’s different ideas— and try to find developmental elements in the connectivity.”9 

Each distinct piece o f information offered, “they suspect, may be part of a relational 

whole.”10 A woman’s inductive relational style is “about listening, hearing viewpoints, 

building a sense of what to do ... from hearing all voices around her.”11

Men, on the other hand, are more hierarchical, bottom line oriented, and deductive. In 

their interactions, men tend to be more transactional. Most often, “they are unconsciously 

thinking, ‘I am in this relationship to give something in order to get something.’ Once the 

transaction is complete, they tend to move away from the interaction.”12 Men are more 

hierarchical in that they tend to “focus on who is in charge — and even who can be 

weeded out.”13 Men want to “move more quickly to the ultimate goal and to spend less

7 Ibid., 58-59.

8 Ibid.
9 Ibid., 59.

10 Ibid.

11 Ibid.

12 Ibid., 58.

13 Ibid.
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time on each piece.”14 The deductive style of problem solving favored by most men 

emphasizes linear data and proof.

Brain science research also shows that both genders collaborate but in different ways. 

Unlike women, in the collaborative process, men tend to “lace competitiveness into more 

steps of the process.”15 In the final analysis, a woman is “more likely to enjoy solving 

problems with others."16 A man, however, often likes the personal challenge of seeing 

“if he can ‘solve the problem him self or prove himself by doing the job well himself."11

After reading the book on brain science and gender, it occurred to me that the brain 

differences in the genders may help explain the distinct story session preferences of the 

men and women participating in this project. Men overwhelmingly preferred the biblical 

story session. This fits in well with brain science findings. The biblical story session was 

more fact based. It did not allow for a variety of personal experiences and interpretations. 

It was far less interactive and relational than the personal story session overwhelmingly 

favored by the women.

The implications that the brains of the genders have been scientifically proven to 

function differently are monumental when it comes to practicing narrative leadership in 

the future. In particular, taking brain differences into account, narrative leadership 

practices can be tailored to fit gender specific ministry groups. The biblical stories that

14 Ibid., 59.

15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.

17 Ibid.
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are chosen, the ways in which stories are told, and the methods used to gather personal 

stories can be altered in ways preferred by the group.

As the brain science and gender information was considered, the researcher wondered, 

“Did male and female project participants prefer the different formats of the personal and 

biblical story sessions because their brains function differently?” With regard to this 

project, the tentative connection between brain science, gender, and story preference is 

intriguing. This is an area that invites further research.

Lessons Learned

Narrative leadership is “a deceptively simple principle: know your story and live it.”18 

To live the story, you must first know the story. Richard Osmer notes that good ministry 

“is never merely a matter of solving problems; it is a mystery to be ventured and 

explored. But we can journey into this mystery with knowledge and skills that help us 

find our way as we move along.”19 The practice of narrative leadership is a useful, 

effective way of gathering knowledge and honing ministry skills. After all, every person 

and organization has a story to tell, churches included. This project enabled church 

members to know Woodlawn’s story a little better. Equally important, the pastor got to 

know Woodlawn’s story a little better and learned a few things along the way.

The first lesson learned in the practice of narrative leadership is never to 

underestimate the usefulness of a paper trail. The church documents gathered at the start

18 Diana Butler Bass, “Living the Story,” in Living Our Story: Narrative Leadership 
and Congregational Culture, ed. Larry A. Golemon (Herndon: Alban, 2010), 152.

19 Osmer, Practical Theology, Kindle edition, location 88-90.
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of this project not only documented details long forgotten by church members but also 

acted as a springboard for storytelling. The financial records and meeting minutes proved 

to be valuable tools in sparking memories during the story sessions.

Second, a hospitable environment goes a long way toward making people feel 

comfortable enough to share their stories. I chose to host the story session on church 

property because it was convenient. I, however, got the sense that the thoroughly familiar 

environment put participants at ease in a way I had not considered beforehand. The sense 

of hospitality and congeniality increased even more when, unknown to me, six 

participants collaborated to bring homemade ice cream to the gathering. I think the fun, 

relaxed atmosphere contributed to the ease with which participants shared stories.

For Woodlawn, hospitality takes the form of a familiar environment coupled with 

coffee and ice cream. Each congregation, however, “practices hospitality differently and 

uniquely, in accordance with its own theological and ethnic cultures.”20 It benefits a 

practitioner of narrative leadership to intentionally create a hospitable environment. It is 

conducive to making participants feel relaxed and comfortable enough to share their 

stories. Even if the ambiance doesn’t increase the quantity or quality of the stories shared, 

the entire process will be more enjoyable for everyone.

Third, effective narrative leaders learn how to listen for stories as well as tell stories. 

Leaders who become proficient in story gathering and storytelling “have the ability to 

change the story in which they exercise leadership! Scripts can be rewritten. A good

20 Carol Johnston, “Story Sharing and the Practice of Hospitality as Ingredients in 
Effective Leadership,” in Living Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational 
Culture, ed. Larry A. Golemon (Herndon: Alban, 2010), 114.
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leader will be able to move a congregation away from deadening and fear-filled stories ...

0 1toward life-giving possibilities of faithful adventure.” Effective narrative leadership 

requires the cultivation of listening skills and storytelling skills.

Fourth, I learned that the only story publicly told by church members may be the 

church sanctioned version. How people ‘‘tell the story of their congregation tells much, 

both good and bad, about the health of the community. The act of story sharing is a 

sacred act, but not all stories are honest and truthful.”22 The homogeneity of opinions 

expressed by Woodlawn members leads me to surmise that differing opinions were 

intentionally suppressed. A good narrative leader will look for alternate versions of the 

church sanctioned story.

Fifth, narrative leaders can use congregational stories to facilitate change. A good 

narrative leader can reframe congregational stories in a way that “moves people beyond 

fears toward hope, beyond remembered pasts to present and future potential, beyond 

limited resources to unbounded possibility.”23 As stories were shared and story-linking 

occurred, members of Woodlawn began to see themselves as modem day Nehemiahs.

God was with Nehemiah, and God is with Woodlawn. God enabled Nehemiah to 

complete the rebuilding of Jerusalem’s wall, and God will enable Woodlawn to complete

2'Butler Bass, “Living the Story,” 154.

22 Johnston, “Story Sharing and the Practice of Hospitality,” 118.

23 Gil Rendle, “Narrative Leadership and Renewed Congregational Identity,” in 
Finding Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational Change, ed. Larry A. 
Golemon (Hemdon: Alban, 2010), 27.
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the building of the sanctuary. In sharing and linking the Nehemiah and Woodlawn 

stories, the congregation was encouraged and moved away from fear toward hope.

Sixth, I learned that a primary reason narrative leadership is so effective is because 

people genuinely appreciate having the chance to tell their stories. The “seemingly simple 

act of being asked to tell your story is a powerful act of affirmation -  that you are 

important and your experience has something important that others can learn from.”24 

Woodlawn members repeatedly expressed the sentiment that telling their stories had 

somehow “enlarged their own sense of self and helped them experience themselves as 

anchored in a larger web of life that added depth of meaning and scope to their lives.”25 

Narrative leaders should not underestimate the power of simply inviting another to tell 

their story.

Closing Comments

In this project, I felt privileged to hear the stories of others. I also regretted that I had 

not asked the congregation to share their stories earlier. Stories “reflect the narrative 

quality of congregational life. Stories told by congregants and their leader reflect the 

continuing story of Scripture ... reveal the lived theology of a faith community.”26 

Furthermore, stories are a way in which God offers divine revelation to a congregation.27

24 Johnston, “Story Sharing and the Practice of Hospitality,” 117.

25 Ibid.

' J f t Tim Shapiro, “The Sacred Value of Congregational Stories,” in Living Our Story: 
Narrative Leadership and Congregational Culture, ed. Larry A. Golemon (Herndon: 
Alban, 2010), 100.

27 Ibid.
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Storytelling “is intrinsically important to congregations because stories mirror the 

ambiguity of life while also providing revelation of God’s presence.”28 Each 

congregational narrative is an important piece of God’s metanarrative.

Narrative leadership helps identify God’s activity in the life of a congregation and 

invites the church to embrace its unique role in God’s metanarrative. Ultimately, the 

effect congregational stories have on “human hearts is, in the end, up to God’s Spirit, but 

narrative leaders can juxtapose and weave stories in ways that creates optimal conditions 

for the Spirit to be seen and heard.”29 By attending to the narratives that define a church, 

leaders can interpret congregational stories in ways that identify God’s activity, facilitate 

transformation, and help a new, more hopeful story to emerge.

28 Ibid., 98.

29 Larry A. Golemon, ‘The Practice of Narrative Leadership in Ministry,” in Living 
Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational Culture, ed. Larry A. Golemon 
(Herndon: Alban, 2010), 13.



APPENDIX A

INFORMED CONSENT

W  McA fee
j = ~~=5==... S c h o o l  o f  T h e o l o g y

M e r c e r  L! n i v e r s i t v

You are being asked to participate in a research project. Before you give your consent 
to participate, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.

Investigator
The principal investigator for this research project is Lacey Bowcock, Pastor of the 

Middleton Charge, Elberton, Georgia, and student at the McAfee School of Theology at 
Mercer University. The faculty supervisor for this research project is Dr. Dock 
Hollingsworth at the McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University.

Purpose of the Research
This project uses narrative leadership, which is story based leadership, to research and 

gather information related to the sanctuary construction project. The stories and 
information that is gathered will aid in the completion of a thesis ministry project in 
accordance with the requirements of a Doctor of Ministry degree.

Procedures
If you volunteer for this study, you will be asked to participate in a large group “story 

session” in which surveys will be filled out, focus group questions will be asked, and 
stories about the sanctuary will be audio recorded. Your participation will take a total of 
approximately two to three hours.

Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the research.

Potential Benefits of the Research
By participating in this research project, respondents take an active role in shaping the 

ministry o f Woodlawn United Methodist Church in Elberton, Georgia. The results of the 
research may help increase clarity concerning the origin and progression of the sanctuary 
building project. The pastor will benefit by practicing a new form of leadership that may
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be an effective ministry tool at Woodlawn. Church members may benefit by sharing and 
hearing stories that can offer new or enhanced information as well as a more hopeful 
interpretation of the sanctuary construction story.

Confidentiality and Data Storage
All personal information obtained will be kept strictly confidential. No identifying 

information will be placed on any of the documents. All papers, audio recordings, and 
other research records will be kept at the home of the principal investigator in a locked 
file for three years following the completion of the project.

Participation and Withdrawal
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a research subject, you may 

refuse to participate at any time. To withdraw from the study, inform the principal 
investigator of your desire to withdraw.

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research project, please speak with the primary 

investigator, Dr. Dock Hollingsworth, the advisor to the research project. You may write 
to Dr. Hollingsworth at 3001 Mercer University Drive, Atlanta, GA 30341-4115, or you 
may call him at (678) 547-6473.

Reasons for Exclusion from this Study
All individuals under the age of eighteen are excluded from this research project.

This project has been approved by Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board. If 
you believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the Chair of the Institutional Review Board at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered 
to your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to 
participate in this research project.

Your Signature_______________________________________________________________

Date_______________________________________

Principal Investigator Signature_________________________________________________

Date
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APPENDIX B 

STORY SESSION INSTRUCTIONS

Thank you for volunteering to participate in this research project. To assure that
the information gathered is useable, please read and carefully follow the
instructions below.

1) Sign and date the informed consent sheet and place it in the box marked 
“Forms” by the door. After placing your consent sheet in the box, please pick 
up surveys from the researcher and return to your seat.

2) Do not write your name or any identifying information on either of the 
surveys you are given. The surveys have been numbered on the back to 
correlate the information while protecting your identity.

3) Read through the first survey, the pre-survey, in its entirety before you answer 
any questions. Complete the survey. Do not read beyond the end of the pre
survey.

4) Give only one answer for each question on the surveys. If you choose more 
than one answer, it invalidates the information and the researcher will not be 
able to use your input for that question.

5) Do not skip any question. If you are unsure about how to answer a question, 
answer in a way that most accurately reflects your thoughts, feelings, or 
beliefs today.

6) Please place the completed survey in the box marked “Surveys” by the door 
and return to your seat. When the pre-surveys have been turned in, volunteers 
can choose to be “sanctuary story-tellers” by sharing stories related to the 
construction of the sanctuary. You may share your own story or simply listen 
to others tell their stories.

7) After sanctuary stories are told, participants will be randomly divided into two 
groups and the focus group discussions begin. Use the questions provided in 
your packet to guide the discussion.

8) When the focus groups are finished, there will be a time of debriefing 
followed by a biblical story-telling session.

9) When the biblical story-telling session is over, fill out the post-survey. Place 
your completed survey in the box marked “Surveys” by the door.

10) Feel free to use the blank index cards on the table to share any private stories 
or thoughts you were uncomfortable sharing openly in the session. Please 
place the cards in the box by the door.

Thank you for participating.



88

APPENDIX C 

PRE-SURVEY

1. I am:
a. female
b. male

2. My age range is:
a. 18-40
b. 41-60
c. 61 and up

3. I  am best described as:
a. having some high school
b. a high school graduate
c. a college graduate

4. I  have been a member o f  Woodlawn UMCfor:
a. 0-15 years
b. 16-30 years
c. 31 or more years

5. My annual household income is:
a. under $30,000
b. $30,000-$60,000
c. $60,001-$90,000
d. $90,000 or more

6. Concerning donations fo r  building the new sanctuary:
a. I have donated labor, money, or materials
b. I have not donated labor, money, or materials

7. Concerning prayer fo r  building the new sanctuary:
a. I pray every week for God to assist the church with the project
b. I pray at least once a month for God to assist the church with the project
c. I rarely (or never) pray for God to assist the church with the project
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8. Concerning my involvement with the construction o f the sanctuary:
a. I have helped make some decisions about the project.
b. I have not helped make decisions. I have wanted to help but I haven’t been 
given the opportunity to participate in the process.
c. I have not helped make decisions. I have been given the chance but I haven’t 
wanted to participate.

9. My understanding o f the beginning and progress o f the construction project is:
a. Excellent. I fully understand how the project started and its progression.
b. Good. I understand enough about the project to feel comfortable with it.
c. Not good. I don’t understand enough about it to feel comfortable with it.

10. When the project started five years ago, I  was:
a. Fully supportive of constructing a new sanctuary. I was convinced the church 
needed it.
b. Hesitant. I wasn’t sure it was a real need.
c. Opposed. I was convinced the church did not need a new sanctuary.

11. When the project started five years ago, I  thought:
a. Building the sanctuary was God’s idea.
b. Building the sanctuary was the idea of church members.
c. It was unclear whose idea it was.

12. Right now, when I  consider the new sanctuary, I  would say that I  am:
a. Fully supportive. I am convinced the church needs a new sanctuary.
b. Hesitant. I am not sure it is a real need.
c. Opposed. I am convinced the church does not need a new sanctuary.

13. When I  think about the completion o f  the sanctuary project, I  believe:
a. The completion of the sanctuary is ultimately up to God.
b. The completion of the sanctuary is ultimately up to church members.
c. It’s unclear who is ultimately responsible for completing the sanctuary.

14. Right now, when I  consider the new sanctuary, I  think:
a. God is the driving force behind the project.
b. Church members are the driving force behind the project.
c. It is unclear who the driving force is behind the project.

15. Right now, when I consider the sanctuary construction project, I  feel:
a. Excited and hopeful.
b. Neutral. I don’t feel strongly about it one way or the other.
c. Discouraged.
d. Other________________________



90
16. 1 think that hearing or sharing stories about the sanctuary construction project 

could help the church develop a more hopeful outlook concerning the project.
a. Yes, I agree with the statement.
b. No, I disagree with the statement.

17. 1 think that hearing or sharing stories about the sanctuary construction project 
could help the church gain a better understanding o f  the origin and progression 
o f the project.
a. Yes, I agree with the statement.
b. No, I disagree with the statement.

18. 1 think that hearing or sharing stories about the sanctuary construction project 
could help the church discern where we are in the building process.

a. Yes, I agree with the statement.
b. No, I disagree with the statement.

19. Concerning the origination o f the sanctuary project, right now I  believe:
a. God commissioned Woodlawn to build a new sanctuary
b. Church members commissioned Woodlawn to build a new sanctuary
c. It’s unclear whose idea it was originally

20. Concerning the progress that’s been made on the sanctuary project, I  believe:
a. The building has progressed according to God’s timetable
b. The building has progressed according to the church member’s timetable
c. It’s unclear whose timetable is governing the progression of the building

(End of pre-survey)
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APPENDIX D 

POST-SURVEY

1. Did you enjoy the story session? Why or why not?

2. Do you think the story session was a better way fo r  you to receive information about 
the sanctuary than a written report? Why or why not?

3. Do you understand the sanctuary project better now than you did before the story 
session?

4. Which type o f story was most meaningful to you or influenced you the most?
a. The personal stories told by church members
b. The biblical story told by the pastor
c. None of the stories were meaningful or influential

5. After hearing sanctuary stories, do you now have a better sense o f the church’s current 
location in the building process?

6. Did the story session help you identify the church’s potential next step in the building 
process? I f  so, what is the next step you think the church should take?
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7. Would you recommend using a story session again in future ministry endeavors? 
Why or why not?

8. Do you fee l you personally gained some benefit from participating in the story
session? I f  yes, what was the primary benefit you gained?

9. Concerning donations, after hearing sanctuary stories:
a. I am more willing to donate materials, money, or labor to the sanctuary project
b. I am less willing to donate materials, money, or labor to the sanctuary project
c. My willingness to make donations is the same as it was before

10. Concerning prayer, after hearing sanctuary stories:
a. I am more willing to pray regularly for God to assist the church with the 

sanctuary
b. I am less willing to pray for God to assist the church with the sanctuary
c. My willingness to pray has not changed

11. Concerning involvement in the building project, after the story session:
a. I am more willing to be involved in making decisions related to the sanctuary
b. I am less willing to be involved in making decisions related to the sanctuary
c. My willingness to be involved has not changed

12. Concerning my overall sense o f support fo r  the building project, after the story 
session:

a. I feel more supportive of the project
b. I feel less supportive of the project
c. My overall sense of support has not changed

13. Concerning the origination o f the sanctuary project, I believe:
a. God commissioned Woodlawn to build a new sanctuary
b. Church members commissioned Woodlawn to build a new sanctuary
c. It’s unclear whose idea it was originally

14. Concerning the progress that’s been made on the sanctuary project, I  believe:
a. The building has progressed according to God’s timetable
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b. The building has progressed according to the church member’s timetable
c. It’s unclear whose timetable is governing the progression of the building

15. Concerning the completion o f  the sanctuary project, I  believe:
a. The completion of the sanctuary is ultimately up to God
b. The completion of the sanctuary is ultimately up to church members
c. It’s unclear who is ultimately responsible for completing the sanctuary

16. Did hearing church member’s sanctuary stories inspire you to trust God more? 
I f  yes, why?

17. Did hearing church member’s sanctuary stories give you a more hopeful outlook on 
the building project? I f  yes, why?

18. Did participating in the biblical
story session give you a more hopeful outlook on the building project? Why or why not?

(End of post-survey)
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APPENDIX E 

SURVEY RESULTS 

Participant #1 Female, age 41-60, college graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1 )A  (2) B (3) B (4) B (5)B  (6) A (7) A (8) A (9) A (10) A
(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) A (9) C (10) C (11) C (12) C (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #2 Female, age 41-60, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1 )A  (2)B  (3)B  (4)C  (5)C  (6) A (7)B  (8) A (9) A (10) A
(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) A (9) C (10) A (11) C (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #3 Female, age 61+, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1 )A  (2)C  (3) B (4)C  (5)B  (6) A (7) A (8) B (9)C  (10) B 
(11) B (12) B (13) B (14) B (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) B (20) B

Post-Survey Question: (4) A (9) A (10) A (11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #4 Female, age 18-40, college graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1 )A  (2) A (3) C (4) A (5) B (6) A (7 )B (8 )A  (9)C  (10) B
(11) B (12) B (13) A (14) B (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) B (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) A (9) A (10) A (11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #5 Female, age 41-60, college graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1)A  (2) B (3)C  (4) C (5) C (6) A (7)B  (8)A (9) A (10) A
(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) B (20) B

Post-Survey Question: (4) A (9) A (10) A (11) A (12) C (13) A (14) A (15) A
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Participant #6 Female, age 61+, high school graduate
Pre-Survey Question: (1)A  (2) C (3) B (4) C (5) A (6) A (7) A (8)A (9)A (10) A 

(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) A (9) C (10) C (11) C (12) C (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #7 Female, age 41-60, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1 )A  (2)B  (3) B (4)B  (5) B (6) A (7) A (8) A (9) C (10) A
(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) A (9) C (10) A (11)C  (12) C (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #8 Female, age 41-60, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1 )A  (2) B (3) B (4) A (5) A (6) A (7) A (8)A (9)A (10) A 
(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) A (9) C (10) A (11) C (12) C (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #9 Male, age 61+, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1)B  (2 )C  (3)B  (4) B (5)B  (6) A (7) A (8)A (9)B  (10) A 
(11) B (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) B (9) A (10) A (11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #10 Male, age 41-60, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1) B (2)B  (3) B (4)B  (5) B (6) A (7)B  (8) A (9)B  (10) B
(11) B (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) B (9) A (10) A (11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #11 Male, age 18-40, college graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1) B (2) A (3) C (4)C  (5)B  (6) A (7) B (8) A (9)B  (10) A 
(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) B (9) C (10) A (11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A
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Participant #12 Male, age 18-40, college graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1)B  (2) A (3)C  (4)B  (5) A (6) A (7) A (8)A (9)A (10) A 
(11) A (12) B (13) A (14) A (15)A  (16)A  (17)A  (18)A  (19)B  (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) B (9) C (10) C (11)C  (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #13 Male, age 61+, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1)B  (2)C  (3) B (4)B  (5) B (6) A (7)B  (8) A (9) A (10) A 
(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) B (9) C (10) C (11)C  (12)A (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #14 Male, age 41-60, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1)B  (2)B  (3)B  (4) A (5) B (6) A (7)C  (8)C  (9)B  (10) A 
(11) B (12) A (13) A (14) B (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) B (9) C (10) A (11) A (12) C (13) A (14) A (15) A

Participant #15 Male, age 41-60, college graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1 )B (2 )B  (3)C  (4) A (5) B (6) A (7) B (8) C (9)B  (10) B 
(11) C (12) A (13) C (14) C (15) A (16)A  (17)A  (18)A  (19)C  (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) B (9) C (10) A (11) A (12) A (13) C (14) A (15) A

Participant #16 Male, age 41-60, high school graduate

Pre-Survey Question: (1)B  (2)B  (3) B (4)C  (5) D (6) A (7) B (8) A (9)A (10) A 
(11) A (12) A (13) A (14) A (15) A (16) A (17) A (18) A (19) A (20) A

Post-Survey Question: (4) B (9) C (10) C (11) C (12) C (13) A (14) A (15) A
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APPENDIX F

SURVEY ANSWER KEY

Each question on the surveys corresponds with one of the five areas of discovery. The 
five areas of inquiry relate to either demographics, supportiveness, call/commissioning, 
information sharing, or re-storying. The discovery questions are listed followed by the 
numbers of the survey questions that relate to that area of inquiry.

Discovery #1 Do the different demographics of the church population respond 
differently to narrative leadership?

A) Pre-survey questions: 1, 2, 3 ,4 , and 5
B) Post-survey questions: All

Discovery #2 Does the use of narrative leadership have any effect on willingness to 
support the building project?

A) Pre-survey questions: 6, 7, 8, 10, and 12
B) Post-survey questions: 9, 10, 11, and 12

Discovery #3 Do the majority of church members perceive the building project as 
commissioned and driven by God or by people?

A) Pre-survey questions: 11, 13, 14, 19, and 20
B) Post-survey questions: 13, 14, and 15

Discovery #4 Is narrative leadership an effective way to share information with the 
congregation?

A) Pre-survey questions: 9, 17, and 18
B) Post-survey questions: 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, and 8

Discovery #5 Can narrative leadership assist in communicating a more hopeful 
“sanctuary story” to the congregation?

A) Pre-survey questions: 15 and 16
B) Post-survey questions: 16, 17, and 18
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APPENDIX G 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

1. STARTING

Think about the beginning of the sanctuary construction project. Is there a particular 

Bible story that reminds you of your initial perception of (or reaction to) the project 

being proposed? Why?

2. CONTINUING

Five years have passed since construction on the sanctuary started. What biblical 

story, verse, or principle now comes to mind when you think about continuing the 

work on the sanctuary? Is there a biblical figure that embodies this story, verse, or 

principle?

3. FINISHING

Imagine the sanctuary is finished and services are held there. Name the activities you 

envision occurring in that worship space. Is there a location or building mentioned in 

the Bible where those activities take place?
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