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We shall not cease from exploration, 
and the end o f all our exploring 

will be to arrive where we started 
and know the place for the first time. 

~ T. S. Eliot
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ABSTRACT

JAKE HALL
TELLING STORIES AND REVEALING NARRATIVES: IDENTIFYING AND 
ARTICULATING EXPRESSIONS OF LOCAL ECCLESIOLOGY AT HERITAGE 
BAPTIST FELLOWSHIP IN CANTON, GEORGIA 
Under the direction of BRETT YOUNGER

This Doctor of Ministry thesis examined the role of narrative in the formation of 

local ecclesiology and employed a narrative-based planning process at Heritage Baptist 

Fellowship. The primary research goal was to better understand the local culture of 

Heritage through the narratives and relevant cultural texts that inform and, at times, 

malform its sense of history, identity, and mission. After researching congregational 

culture, the primary goal of the ministry project was to name these narratives and to 

articulate a preferred narrative in the context of a strategic planning process. This process 

of narrative inquiry was embodied throughout the seasons of the Christian year.

This applied research project employed a qualitative research methodology. 

Qualitative research attempts to study meaning and culture in a natural social setting.

This form of analysis opens up a world of lived experience and ascribed meaning to those 

outside of a cultural system. This project employed a narrative-semiotic approach to 

cultural inquiry using ethnographic methods that combined participant observation, 

respondent interviews, and cultural archives to describe operative narratives.
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Narrative inquiry at Heritage has yielded useful images through which to 

understand the culture of Heritage Baptist. These images derived from narrative/semiotic 

study of the congregation’s life and history have been validated by a representative group 

of the congregation through the research, design, collection, and analysis process. These 

images show a positive correlation to the pre-project worldview instrument. There are 

marked parallels in the way Heritage has historically told their stories and in the story of 

the narrative constructs that we have created. This positive correlation means the story we 

have told about the stories of Heritage shows a degree of qualitative verification.



CHAPTER ONE 

TELL ME YOUR STORY: A NARRATIVE ACCOUNT 

Congregations are defined by the good news to which they bear witness, but they 

are also shaped by the details of their particular history as they offer their own 

expressions. Beyond the gospel’s defining story, congregations have complicated stories 

that inform local theology and practice. Congregations are composed of local stories 

which join together in an interpretative framework that creates meaning. As a pastor, I 

believe that the constitutive narrative of the community must be able to bear the presence 

of Christ and not just perpetuate the traditions of the institution.

Pastors and congregational leaders bear a responsibility for the way a 

congregation narrates its past and names its present reality. Pastors should ensure that the 

community continues to tell the Gospel story as it expresses its own local culture through 

an intentional use of faithful language. In Making Stories: Law, Literature, Life, Jerome 

Bruner writes, “only when we suspect we have the wrong story do we begin asking how 

narrative may structure or distort our view of how things really are.”1 The challenge for 

congregational leaders lies in pointing out the discrepancies between the commonly 

accepted congregational narrative and a competing way of framing the congregational 

life and history.

1 Jerome Bruner, Making Stories: Law, Literature, Life (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux Press, 2008), 4.

1



2

Applied Research Project Introduction 

This Doctor of Ministry thesis examined the role of narrative in the formation of 

local ecclesiology and employed a narrative-based planning process at Heritage Baptist 

Fellowship. The primary research goal was to better understand the local culture of 

Heritage through the narratives and relevant cultural texts that inform and, at times, 

malform its sense of history, identity, and mission. After researching congregational 

culture, the primary goal o f the ministry project was to name these narratives and to 

articulate a preferred narrative in the context of a strategic planning process. This new 

articulation of the congregation’s mission was embodied in a season of worship, 

preaching, and teaching. This chapter details the following: the ministry context, the 

central research problem, research ministry project goals, and project methodology.2

Applied Research Setting 

For the past six years I have served as pastor of Heritage Baptist Fellowship. 

Heritage Baptist is an eighteen-year-old Cooperative Baptist Fellowship congregation of 

165 members located in Canton, Georgia. Heritage values tradition, serves locally, and 

seeks to welcome all. Worship at Heritage represents a “warmly liturgical” style; we 

typically follow the lectionary and make use of the Christian year in marking the seasons. 

The mission at Heritage finds focus in local partnerships, as Heritage works with a 

number of agencies and nonprofits to be the presence of Christ in Cherokee County.

informed consent forms, interview schedules, and survey instruments may be found 
in the appendices of this thesis.



Heritage welcomes Christians from varied backgrounds and modes of baptism into its 

membership. This ecumenical outlook is evident in our frequent working and worshiping 

with other denominations in our area. The congregation at Heritage values a 

contemplative, thoughtful faith. As a community comprising many educators, the church 

finds meaning in engaging questions of faith and doubt. The exploration of Christian 

history or contemporary ethical issues generates conversation rather than controversy.

The membership at Heritage is far from theologically or politically homogeneous. 

Members represent a variety of positions along the theological spectrum in a context that 

allows for the honest difference of opinion.

The history of Heritage began years ago in the pews of the First Baptist Church of 

Canton. After the mills had closed and the shift had begun from mill town to suburban 

hub, a different shift was occurring in Southern Baptist life. After a difficult pastoral 

tenure at First Baptist, in which widespread pastoral infidelity branded that 

congregation’s experience, a second pastor brought a fundamentalist theology of 

authority. This left some people in the pews feeling twice-abandoned by the person in the 

pulpit. From those experiences, a group separated from the church and set out to start a 

different kind of Baptist community. One of the formative narratives of the community 

revolves around this painful schism. That experience, along with ensuing years as a 

mission congregation, shades the way the congregation perceives its present circumstance 

and affects how it plans for the future.
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I believe, at times, the congregation articulates conflicting views of life together 

because of past experiences that seem to haunt our present reality and do not hallow our 

corporate future. While the birth of this new community brought solace to this group 

wounded by separation, many found corporate healing difficult after being deeply 

wounded by the only church they had known. They sought to rebuild this community in 

the likeness of the other. Others found freedom and an openness to change in this new 

congregation and began to embody the kind of openness they lacked in their previous 

community. Men and women could serve equally in church leadership, an ecumenical 

spirit was emphasized in worship and service, and a deep connection to the larger 

Christian tradition beyond the Baptist family began to emerge.

This changing congregation existed within a changing demographic context. 

Canton served as a hub for textile manufacturing until the last plant closed in the late 

1980s. In recent years Canton has enjoyed the growth of a new suburb as the edge of the 

Atlanta’s metro area moves north. The old mill town and the new suburb compete for the 

identity of the area, existing simultaneously in the imaginations of the populace. 

Consumer, commercial, and residential development have flourished in the past decade, a 

fact that is lauded and lamented by the locals. Walking down Main Street, you may find 

the remnants of the old mill town juxtaposed with the modem justice center. Signs in 

opposition to pro-growth zoning policies litter the lawns of the once-residential “historic 

district.”
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For most it is an exciting time to live here, as the future looks bright, Heritage is 

in Cherokee County, one of Georgia’s fastest-growing counties. As of the 2010 census, 

Cherokee County has increased in population by fifty-one percent over the past ten years. 

This is indicative of the larger growth trend of the Metro Atlanta area as populations 

expand into once small towns. Since 1990, the population in Cherokee County has 

increased from 90,000 to 214,246.3

The mills are no longer the center of life in Canton, but even as their role in the 

community fades the geography from the mill to Main Street remains a case study in 

social stratification. The town grew around the mills layer by layer: The mill workers, 

managers, and executives lived within walking distance of the mill. Managers and 

executives owned the houses that line the central road that leads to downtown. Tucked 

two blocks off the main road, however, are the houses of the poorest people in the county, 

those who needed to walk to work as housekeepers and laborers in the homes lining Main 

Street. Thirty years after the mills closed these mill villages still exist. The villages now 

provide cheap housing for the growing migrant population in Cherokee County. The 

people who live in these communities are still marginalized.

3 The local 2010 census data is not yet available. The statistics quoted within the body 
of this chapter are from the Cherokee County Chamber of Commerce online: http:// 
www.cherokeechamber.com/demographics.htm (accessed June 2011) and the Cherokee 
Office of Economic Development, online: http://www.cherokeegaprospector.com/ed.asp? 
cmd=demognei2&selcounty=13057Cherokee&report=Demographic_Report&Submit=Sh 
ow+Community+Profile (accessed June 2011).

http://www.cherokeechamber.com/demographics.htm
http://www.cherokeegaprospector.com/ed.asp
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Ministry in this context must be attuned to the questions that arise from the 

cultural change and growing diversity in Cherokee County. As a congregation that draws 

mainly from families connected to this area by generations, how will we reach the 

growing number of commuter families moving in next door? As a congregation that is 

mainly Caucasian, how can we reach out and learn from the growing Hispanic 

community in Cherokee County? As a congregation that is older than the surrounding 

population, how do we reach out to those of a different generation? As a Cooperative 

Baptist Fellowship congregation, how do we represent a different witness to the 

community? Rising to these challenges lies ahead for Heritage Baptist Fellowship. 

Heritage must come to terms with its future story without enshrining its past. Heritage 

must look ahead by bearing out our tradition while being open to the voices of others as 

they enter the community.

The church must develop the ability to define itself according to its present 

mission, not past maladies. The church needs to learn to adapt in a changing context 

based on an enduring narrative that is larger than the accidents of its history or particular 

circumstance. My opinion is the congregation does not need a new program but, as Peers 

writes, “a new way of understanding who they are and who they might become, a plot 

point that may not be included in the current way they ‘story’ their experiences.”4

4 Lawrence Peers, “Re-Creating Congregational Stories: Insights from Narrative 
Therapy,” Congregations 31, no. 4 (09/01, 2005): 116.
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Project Goals

The primary research goal was to better understand the local culture of Heritage 

Baptist Fellowship through the narratives and relevant cultural texts that inform its sense 

of history, identity, and mission. To accomplish this goal, I led a narrative strategic 

planning group (hereafter NSPG) to discover and describe the narratives present at 

Heritage in relation to its expression of ecclesiology. Several sources provided artifacts 

for analysis, including church literature, interviews with congregants, a comprehensive 

timeline, church-wide surveys, and participant field notes.

After researching local culture, the primary goal of the ministry project was to 

articulate a preferred, faithful narrative through a season of worship, preaching, and 

teaching. This series of worship services explored issues that arose from the narrative 

research portion of the applied research project. This new, preferred, faithful narrative 

emerged in conversation with the biblical text and theological convictions of the 

congregation.

Methodology

This applied research project employed a qualitative research methodology. 

Qualitative research attempts to study meaning and culture in a natural social setting. 

Denzin and Lincoln define qualitative methodology in the following manner:

Qualitative research is multi-method in focus, involving an interpretive,
naturalistic approach to its subject matter. This means that qualitative researchers
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study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 
phenomenon in terms of the meanings people bring to them.5

John Swinton and Harriet Mowat argue that such a methodology may be put to use by 

practical theologians in the theological exploration of situations that are “complex 

and . .  . filled with hidden values, meanings and power dynamics.”6 Furthermore, they 

contend the task of practical theology, when viewed through this reflexive stance, “seeks 

to examine the theories and assumptions which underlie current forms of practice as well 

as to contribute to the development and reshaping of new theories which are then fed 

back into the practices of church and world.”7

Under the general methodology of qualitative research, this project employed the 

methods of narrative ethnography. Jaber Gubrium and James Hostein define narrative 

ethnography as a “method of procedure and analysis aimed at close scrutiny of social 

situations, their actors, and actions in relation to narratives. This involves direct, intensive 

observation of the . .  . multifaceted field of narrative practice.”8 In The Interpretation o f  

Cultures, Clifford Geertz explains that ethnography allows researchers to use their 

experiences inside and outside of a culture to adequately and fairly represent the symbols

5 N.K. Denzin and Y.S. Lincoln, Collecting and Interpreting Qualitative Materials 
(Thousand Oaks: Sake, 1998): 3, quoted in John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical 
Theology and Qualitative Research (London: SCM Press, 2006), 29.

6 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research 
(London: SCM Press, 2006), vii.

7 Ibid., 26.

8 Jaber F. Gubrium and James A. Holsten, “Narrative Ethnography” in Handbook o f  
Emergent Methods (New York: Guilford, 2008), 241.
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and language used in that culture to outsiders or people who are not familiar with the 

culture.9 This form of analysis opens up a world of lived experience and ascribed 

meaning to those outside of a cultural system. This project employed qualitative and 

quantitative methods that combined cultural inquiry with theological reflection and 

practice.

The cycle of seasons in the Christian year was used to frame the congregational 

process of inquiry, storytelling, and planning. These seasonal liturgies embodied, 

expressed, or educated aspects of the narrative research plan. This was accomplished by 

highlighting healthy aspects of the history of Heritage and at times noting negative 

aspects of our history. Sermons centered on the topics of ecclesiology that have been 

raised in the research. Congregational meetings were designed to engage the 

congregation in the preferred, faithful narrative. Testimonies offered congregants the 

opportunity to reflect upon the past and articulate the present mission of Heritage.

In December 2011,1 trained eighteen members of the NSPG.10 These members of 

the congregation represented a diversity of persons and an intentional cross-section of the 

community. The team served as participant observers in the research process. Their 

responses represented a healthy sampling of congregational attitudes and judgments. 

These participants gathered congregational archives, church records, and minutes,

9 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation o f  Cultures (New York: Basic, 1973), 14-19.

10 We enlisted the Center for Congregational Health in the training of our team.



analyzed data, and confirmed the validity of project assertions through participant 

validation surveys.

In January 2012, the congregation completed a demographic survey in 

conjunction with a congregational worldview inventory. This “worldview test” was 

originally used by James Hopewell in Congregation: Stories and Structures." Hopewell 

developed a fourfold typology in order to differentiate congregational worldview. 

Hopewell contended that this worldview questionnaire might serve to verify data gained 

through participant observation and guided interviews. He believed that these worldviews 

could be used to categorize the congregational setting or outlook.12 For Hopewell, these 

views represent a kind of assumed structure on which persons may plot the story of their 

faith. In this study, Hopewell’s worldview test was used to gather additional data 

regarding congregational attitudes and enlighten the stories that emerged from the other 

forms of inquiry.

During the summer of 2012, congregational stories were collected through a 

series of semi-structured interviews.13 Interviews were recorded and indexed for analysis. 

Congregational interviews were analyzed alongside data collected through participant 

observation, congregational archives, and a comprehensive timeline. I, along with the 

NSPG team, analyzed the data for common themes in story, metaphor, and structure that

11 James Hopewell, Congregation: Stories and Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1987), 93.

12 Ibid., 69.

13 An interview schedule may be found in the appendices of this thesis.
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express views on local ecclesiology or practice. The team created a strategic plan based 

on the process of narrative discernment.

The results of this kind of qualitative analysis must be verified to establish the 

validity of ethnographic accounts. According to Martin Hammersley and Paul Atkinson, 

narrative ethnographers have argued that respondent validation is a crucial test for 

ethnographers.14 Respondent validation tests “whether the actors whose beliefs and 

behaviour they purport to describe recognize the validity of those accounts.”15 

Verification provides a check against the bias of the researcher. Successful verification 

would “establish a correspondence between the [researcher’s] and the members’ view of 

the members’ social world by exploring the extent to which members recognize, give 

assent to, the judgments of the [researcher].”16 The applied research project tested for this 

kind of verification by measuring the degree to which congregants will recognize, give 

assent to and affirm the judgments that arise from the study.

This study is a small-scale, localized Doctor of Ministry study. The results may 

only be applicable to those who have experienced the shared history, memory, and 

experiences of Heritage Baptist Fellowship. While the applied research project only tests 

for local response, I believe that the process of narrative inquiry demonstrated in this plan 

has the potential to be replicated in other contexts.

14 Martin Hammersely and Paul Atkinson, Ethnography: Principles and Practice 
(New York: Tavistock, 1983), 195.

15 Ibid.

16 Ibid.
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Chapter two explores the biblical and theological function of narratives in 

congregational systems through critical engagement with relevant theorists and scholars. 

The chapter traces the flight of narrative from a representational form to a critical tool in 

the social sciences and its migration to congregational study. The creation of local 

ecclesiology will be examined through the lens of neo-orthodox and narrative 

theologians.

Drawing on the narrative research of chapter two, chapter three describes the 

design of the research project by introducing the narrative research cycle and its methods. 

Relevant survey instruments are presented. A general schedule and set of procedures are 

then detailed.

Chapter four reports the findings from narrative research and describes the 

operative narratives at Heritage Baptist Fellowship, placing those narratives in critical 

dialogue with scholars explored in chapter two. The primary goal of the ministry project 

is to embody a preferred, faithful narrative through a season of worship, preaching, and 

teaching and in the context of a strategic planning process. This seven-week series 

explored issues that arose from the narrative research portion of the project.

The final chapter reports on results of the research and ministry project and 

examines the impact of narrative inquiry at Heritage from the perspective of the 

researcher as well as the congregational leadership. Congregational leaders reflect upon 

the project through a participant validation survey that captures their perceptions of the
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project. Finally, this chapter examines the implications of the project as a pastoral tool 

and suggests additional uses of narrative in pastoral life.

Project Outcomes

Attending to narrative should help congregations return again to that location

where human imagination and the divine narrative meet. By naming and evaluating its

operative narratives, a congregation will be able to move forward in its life and mission

by recognizing a new criterion of faithfulness through the primary call to Christian

community. Carl Savage and William Presnell write:

As a community reveals and externalizes these often unspoken narratives, a new 
preferred narrative may emerge. This preferred story can be encouraged, 
supported, reflected on, and given an increasingly available audience. This is a 
step towards a new, rewritten community story.17

Pastors need to have the tools of narrative leadership to aid in the authoring of the 

congregation’s culture and identity. Careful study of congregational life is the task of any 

pastor; by strengthening the pastoral senses of looking and listening ethnographic study 

ends as a form of prayer. The experience of this process has strengthened my practice of 

ministry at Heritage and will prove to be useful in any future congregation in which I 

serve.

17 Carl Savage and William Presnell, Narrative Research in Ministry: A Postmodern 
Research Approach fo r  Faith Communities (Louisville: Wayne Oates Institute Press, 
2008), 83.



CHAPTER TWO

STORIED TELLINGS: NARRATIVE HERMENEUTICS

The people gather in worship on Sunday morning, and the words of Fanny

Crosby’s hymn echo throughout the sanctuary: “Tell me the story of Jesus, write on my

heart every word; Tell me the story most precious, Sweetest that ever was heard.”1 Stories

matter. Stories about Jesus matter because they shape people’s lives as well as the

community of people in a congregation. Congregational stories may either build or break

a community. A source critical interpretation of congregational life would reveal the

cultural documents of most congregations as a hodge-podge of holy texts, half-truths, and

half-remembered tales told by Sunday School teachers. In such a canon, there is the

sacred and the mundane.2 Congregations have complicated histories that form, and at

times malform, their identity. Lawrence Peers writes:

Congregations are primarily interpretive communities, seeking new meanings in 
familiar stories and enduring wisdom for contemporary challenges. Moreover,

1 Fanny Crosby, “Tell Me the Story of Jesus” (No. 122) in The Baptist Hymnal 
(Nashville: Convention Press, 1991).

2 Stephen Crites, “The Narrative Quality of Experience,” in Why Narrative? Readings 
in Narrative Theology, ed. Stanley Hauerwas, and L. Gregory Jones (Eugene: Wipf & 
Stock Publishers, 1997), 81.

14
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congregations not only interpret stories of faith together, congregations are stories 
— each with its own characters and story line, dramas and dilemmas.3

Congregations are defined by the good news to which they bear witness, but they are also 

shaped by the details of their particular history.

If a congregation is to live boldly into a faithful future, it must examine the ways 

it interprets and articulates its own history and identity. The constitutive narrative of the 

community must be able to bear the presence of Christ and not just perpetuate the 

provincial history of a local institution. Official narratives may disguise lesser, unofficial 

narratives that may inhibit a holistic faithful witness. Pastors and other congregational 

leaders are responsible for shaping the way a congregation creates its identity in 

interpreting its past and articulating its future. Unless a pastor has the opportunity to plant 

a community of faith, he or she must assume the leadership responsibilities of an 

established community. Pastors enter a living, local expression of the gospel as it is 

contextualized to a particular time and place. Congregational culture is not reset when a 

pastor assumes a post, so pastors must have the necessary tools to examine the church’s 

existing identity and lead the church in mission.

Through what lens will pastors see the congregation clearly, and through what 

conceptual framework will pastors minister with people? Textual hermeneutics offer 

pastors many methods through which to interpret the Bible, but do not provide the tools 

to interpret the culture of a congregation. Too often pastors and other church leaders who

3 Lawrence Peers, “Re-Creating Congregational Stories: Insights from Narrative 
Therapy,” Congregations 31, no. 4 (09/01, 2005): 115.
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lack more fitting methods of interpreting a congregation use strategies of evaluation and 

planning rooted in business or corporate culture to the detriment of spiritual life. Such 

strategies promise to “teach” a congregation how to accomplish the “business” of the 

church while ignoring the fact that congregations are shaped by altogether different 

practices. Christian practices, the way the gospel story becomes a lived experience, may 

be viewed as peculiar, ineffective, and even wasteful by the standards of corporate 

culture.

This chapter traces the developments of narrative in congregational studies, 

examining the contributions of narrative theorists, social scientists, and theologians by 

tracing the “interpretive turn” from the social sciences to practical theology. This chapter 

will also explore the role of narrative by regarding congregations as a local culture and 

evaluating a model for understanding congregations as narrative communities.

At Heritage, as with any congregation, the local expressions of ecclesiology are 

not solely determined by a formal dogma or received doctrine of what it means to be the 

church. Instead, ecclesial practice is formed through a combination of the Bible, culture, 

tradition, and lived experience. The expressed memories of past episodes reveal the 

congregation’s local expression of ecclesiology and shape present and future articulations 

of what it means to be the church. The question emerges, what if these recollections 

represent an incomplete picture of what it means to be a church? Faithfulness in 

leadership requires attention to how local culture embodies ecclesiology in a particular
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context. Churches must see their particular history as a part of a larger story of the church 

to reconcile their changing contexts with the church’s past and its future calling.

Telling Stories about Telling Stories 

Stories transmit culture. They are so fundamental in our interpretation of day-to- 

day experience that proposing that stories, or narratives, form the basis of our experience 

of reality seems obvious.4 Narrative study reveals that reality is a narrative act and that 

these narratives are socially-constructed and defined. Narrative constructs give meaning 

to lived experience that would otherwise be little more than sequential facts devoid of 

overarching meaning. The presence of narrative is assumed so implicitly that we 

recognize how difficult it is to name the narratives that shape our lives.

Besides simply describing a situation, stories have a prescriptive function. Stories 

write, not just report. This creative nature of narrative makes it important for us to 

examine and investigate narrative functions in congregations. For a people whose life is 

formed around a particular story, a story that makes claims about our humanity before 

God, communities should be more aware and able to examine and articulate the 

competing narratives found within any community. According to Jerome Bruner, stories 

are never neutral and “surely not innocent: they always have a message, most often so 

well concealed that even the teller knows not what axe he may be grinding.”5 Stories are 

insidiously didactic. They form the basis of cultural assumptions, even congregational

4 Jerome Bruner, Making Stories: I,aw, Literature, Life (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2008), 3-5.

5 Bruner, 9.
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assumptions that exist beneath the surface. They create a narrative world, the world o f the 

story, which contains its own internal logic and prescribed ways of being. Yet this is not 

reality as such, but the selective stories that we tell about our lived experiences. Literary 

critics and social scientists use narrative as a construct or lens through which they 

interpret reality.

Narratology and Logical Discourse

Narratology, the study of narratives, “looks at the internal mechanisms of

narrative and the form taken by a [narration.]”6 Narratologists like Claude Bremond,

Roland Barthes, and Seymour Chatman seek to define the stuff of which stories are

made.7 Chatman makes a distinction between the constitutive elements of narrative:

Each narrative has two parts: a story, consisting of the content, the chain of 
events, and what may be called the existents, the objects and persons performing, 
undergoing, or acting as a background for them; and a discourse, that is, the 
expression, the means by which the content is communicated, the set of actual 
narrative statements.8

Narrative discourse includes the content of a story and the means, or symbol, of 

communication within the story; discourse bears the symbol and the referent.

Claude Bremond, influenced by the structuralist method of Vladimir Propp, 

became convinced of the need to map the logical possibilities of narrative as a

6 Lucie Guillemette and Cynthia Levesque, “Narratology,” Signo, online: http:// 
www.signosemio.com/genette/narratology.asp. (accessed 18 Dec 2012)

7 Narratology draws from semiotics and structuralism.

8 Seymour Chatman, “Towards a Theory o f Narrative,” New Literary History 6, no. 2 
(Winter 1975): 295.

http://www.signosemio.com/genette/narratology.asp
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preliminary to any description.9 Taken together, narrative acts form a holistic story. They 

contain, for Bremond, an internal structure of “narrative possibilities” that cohere in 

relationship to other elements of the story to create a structure, the “available outcomes 

given a particular narrative.”10 Though these critics work with literature, the average 

formulaic sitcom or procedural drama presents a good, albeit simplistic, example of the 

process of narrative amelioration or degradation. As the narrative unfolds, the number of 

intelligible outcomes that lead to a resolution of the plot diminishes, for the world of the 

story to continue to “make sense.”

The intrinsic logic of the plot moves the story along. For Bremond, “all narrative 

consists of a discourse which integrates a sequence of events . . .  into a single plot.” 

Without a “succession,” the meaningful movement of one act to another, there is only 

“description, deduction or lyrical effusion.”11 Furthermore, if a collection of narrative 

acts has succession without a larger trajectory, then the narrative remains merely a 

“chronology, an enunciation of a succession of facts.12 Facts alone are inadequate; they 

must come together in a narrative to create and communicate meaning.

9 Claude Bremond, and Elaine D. Cancalon, “The Logic of Narrative Possibilities,” 
New Literary History 11, no. 3 On Narrative and Narratives: II (Spring 1980), 387-411.

10 Ibid., 387.

11 Ibid., 390.

12 Ibid., 390.
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Defining Narrative

What counts as a narrative? Narrative and story have been used interchangeably.

Is everything, then, a story? Is everything a narrative vehicle? For Roland Barthes,

narrative vehicles include:

articulated language, whether oral or written, pictures, still or moving, gestures, 
and an ordered mixture of all those substances; narrative is present in myth, 
legend, fables, tales, short stories, epics, history, tragedy, drama, comedy, 
pantomime, paintings, stained-glass windows, movies, local news, and 
conversation.13

Narrative is ubiquitous “like life itself, it is there, international, transhistorical, 

transcultural.”14 There is, seemingly, no end to the generative and interpretive 

possibilities of narrative symbols.15

At the conclusion of Bremond’s study of narrative, he found that while narrative 

may be a technique of interpreting the written word, the semiological quality of narrative 

“draws its very existence and its wealth from its roots in anthropology.”16 The

13 Roland Barthes, “An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative,” New 
Literary History 6, no. 2 (Winter 1975): 237.

14 Bremond, 387.

15 Chatman acknowledges that this kind of distinction has been recognized since 
Aristotle’s Poetics. For Aristotle, the imitation of actions in the real world, praxis, was 
seen as forming an argument, logos, from which were selected (and possibly rearranged) 
the units that formed the plot, mythos. Does any ethic imply a poetic or narrative? A 
question examined at length by theological ethicists like Stanley Hauerwas or moral 
philosophers like Alasdair McIntyre. See Stanley Hauerwas, A Community o f  Character: 
Toward a Constructive Christian Social Ethic (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1981) and Alasdair C. MacIntyre, After Virtue : A Study in Moral Theory (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984).

16 Bremond, 406.
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interpretive power of narrative, or narrative semiotics, is fully leveraged when used to 

interpret the anthologies that living human documents present in the library of lived 

community.

The Narrative Tum in the Social Sciences 

Tertullian, an early church father, critiqued the relevance of philosophy to 

theology by quipping, “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is 

there between the Academy and the Church?”17 One might wonder, what does 

narratology to do with theology or congregational studies? These narrative processes 

have swept through various disciplines, moving from sociology and cultural 

anthropology to theology, congregational studies, and practical theology.

Notably this “narrative” or “interpretive tum” in the social sciences and theology 

reflects the assumptions of postmodernism: social constructivism, the constitutive power 

of language, and the maintenance of culture through language.18 In a previous paradigm, 

social sciences that had essentially limited the role of narrative to a “representational 

form,” now approached narrativity as a form of “social epistemology” and “social 

ontology.”19 Story became the method of naming and interpreting reality. In a sense, this 

is instinctual: What we know about the world and about ourselves, we know narratively. 

Social scientists posited:

17 Tertullian, De Praescriptione Haereticorum 7.9.

18 Margaret R. Somers, “The Narrative Constitution of Identity: A Relational and 
Network Approach,” Theory & Society 23, no. 5 (10 1994): 605-649.

19 Ibid., 613.
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experience is constituted through narratives; that people make sense of what has 
happened and is happening to them by attempting to assemble or in some way to 
integrate these happenings within one or more narratives; and that people are 
guided to act in certain ways, and not others, on the basis of the projections, 
expectations, and memories derived from a multiplicity but ultimately limited 
repertoire of available social, public, and cultural narratives.20

When asked, “Tell me about yourself?” one does not reply with a chronological list of

random facts in no particular order. We tell stories that plot our life experience and imbue

the passing of time with overarching meaning.

Interpretive Sociology

Max Weber is a sociologist best known for his historical work concerning the

philosophy of history most notably The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit o f  Capitalism in

which he examined how the practice of religion affected the rise of capitalism.21 Weber

discovered that religion, specifically the protestant work ethic, “fostered an attitude

toward the world—a spirit (geist)—that contributed to the rise of bourgeois rational

capitalism.” 22 His lesser-known work, Economy and Society, is responsible for modeling

what is known as interpretive sociology.23 In the methodological section of Economy and

Society, Weber set forth the basic premise on which his interpretive sociology is

predicated:

20 Ibid., 614.

21 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit o f  Capitalism, trans. Talcott 
Parsons (London: Routledge, 2006)

22 Charles F. Keyes, “Weber and Anthropology,” Annual Review o f Anthropology 31 
(October 2002): 234.

23 Ibid., 235.
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Sociology (in the sense in which this highly ambiguous word is used here) is a 
science concerning itself with the interpretative understanding of social action and 
thereby with a causal explanation of its course and consequences. We shall speak 
o f ‘action’ insofar as the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning to his 
behavior—be it overt or covert, omission or acquiescence. Action is ‘social’ 
insofar as its subjective meaning takes account of the behavior of others and is 
thereby oriented in its course.24

Note that for Weber, meaning is located in the social actions of an actor. Creating

meaning is a subjective, social experience25 In other words, the meaning of actions must

be understood by “placing the act in an intelligible and more inclusive context of

meaning.”26Though not an anthropologist, Weber’s work influenced cultural

anthropology as its practitioners adopted such an interpretive position.

Cultural Anthropology

Clifford Geertz is a cultural anthropologist who is credited with popularizing

interpretive anthropology. Geertz writes “the concept of culture I espouse, and whose

utility [this work] attempts to demonstrate, is essentially a semiotic one.” 27 Believing,

with Max Weber, Geertz contends:

that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun. I 
take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an 
experimental science in search of law, but an interpretive one in search of 
meaning28

24 Max Weber, Economy and Society (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978),
4.

25 Keyes, 237.

26 Weber, Economy, 8.

27 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation o f  Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 5.

28 Ibid.
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Geertz draws upon Weber’s work by describing culture as a linguistic system predicated 

upon language, a system of signs.

Similar to Weber, Geertz argues that cultures can only be known through 

interpreting language and action as symbolic discourse. Observing the local cultural 

discourse means getting inside the culture. Culture, for Geertz, exists in the actions of a 

person and through their interpretation of reality. The task of the researcher is to have an 

understanding of the symbols and meanings of particular culture. Researchers, like 

detectives, must “uncover the conceptual structures that inform our subjects’ acts, the 

‘said’ of social discourse, and to construct a system of analysis in terms of what is generic 

to those structures . . .  against the other determinants of human behavior.”29 This semiotic 

hermeneutic is the basis for what Geertz calls a “thick description” a term he borrowed 

from Gilbert Ryle.30 “Thin descriptions” merely tell what happens, while a “thick 

description” takes into account the symbolism used in metaphor and language. Any form 

of cultural description must attend to the rich symbolic world present from the interior of 

the culture; beyond that, we must tum attention to how cultures are socially formed. What 

are the processes by which meaning is created and perpetuated in a culture or group? 

Sociologists provide a functional framework to name these cultural processes.

29 Ibid., 27.

30 Ibid., 6.
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Social Constructivism and the Social Character o f  Knowledge

In The Social Construction o f  Reality, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann 

identify three processes that form the way that communities construct culture over time: 

typification, institutionalization, and legitimation.31 They provide a vital, if jargon-laden, 

description of how stories and practices may work reflexively to construct “reality.” They 

explain how a particular social reality is passed from one generation to the next in a way 

that provides continuity, thereby continuing culture, or discontinuity, creating an alternate 

culture. Typification names the process by which people sort their perceptions into types 

and generalizations.32 Over time, a group’s activities tend to coalesce into patterns, or 

habits.33 Habits form the typical behavior of actors and agents in a social group; these are 

“typifications.” Taken collectively, these shared social judgments form conceptual or 

cultural institutions. Institutionalization describes the process by which conceptual 

frameworks arise collectively. These subjective social constructs pass from one 

generation to another and move from the realm of descriptive, typical lived experience, to 

that of prescriptive reality. When this happens the “way we do things” when legitimated, 

becomes simply “the way the world works.”

These common assumptions give order and meaning to life through habits, shared 

generalizations, and larger conceptual institutions. They cohere for Berger in a “symbolic

31 Peter L. Berger, and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction o f  Reality: A 
Treatise in the Sociology o f  Knowledge (New York: Doubleday, 1967), 33,53-55.

32 Ibid., 30-33.

33 Ibid., 53.
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universe” or, in terms of what Berger would later write about religion, a “sacred canopy” 

that provides legitimation to these structures. A “symbolic universe” is conceived as a 

“matrix of all socially [available] meanings; the entire historic society and the entire 

biography of the individual are seen as events taking place within this universe.”34 They 

are social products with a history that provides order for the subjective apprehension of 

biological experience by establishing a shared past through memory and common frame 

of reference for future projection. The “symbolic world” of which Berger writes, “links 

people with their predecessors and their successors in meaningful totality serving to 

transcend the finitude of individual existence and distilling meaning upon the 

individual.”35

Berger explores the conceptual machineries that surround the maintenance of such 

a symbolic universe. Specific procedures of universe-maintenance become necessary 

when the symbolic universe has become a problem. Symbolic systems are self- 

maintaining unless there is a discrepancy between one generation’s experience and the 

next.36 For Berger, mythology, theology, philosophy, and science are examples of these 

symbolic worlds and attempt to maintain themselves through language.37

34 Ibid., 96-99.

35 Ibid., 103.

36 Berger, Social, 102.

37 Ibid., 110.
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Narrative Theology and Practice 

Berger and Luckmann’s account of social construction provides insights into the 

theological function of stories. This sociological account mirrors the convictions of 

narrative theologians, with one important distinction: revelation. For narrative 

theologians, the “symbolic universe” is not a mere sociological function of storytelling to 

preserve community; it is the revelation of God’s story and the invitation to be emplotted 

within it. Narrative theologians “believe that our sense of the world is formed by the 

socially constructed discourses in which we find ourselves, and to which we 

contribute.”38 Through this reciprocal relationship, life experience reconstructs memory 

and constructs meaning for the present. The Christian way of life is connected to the way 

that we see and narrate our life through the symbolic world of the biblical narrative. 

Stories give a kind of coherence among different elements and events that define the 

identity of the community. Through its telling, identity is created, self-understanding is 

modified, and corporate behavior altered. Narrative structures shaped the basic ways that 

society values and interprets a life. Story, in this sense, is a kind of paradigm that 

accounts for social character. Practices, when taken as a way of life, imply a constitutive 

narrative. Lived experience implies a morality that is made intelligible only through that 

practice. What one does implies the world that one believes to be true.

38 Gerard Loughlin, Telling God’s Story: Bible, Church and Narrative Theology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 19.
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Narrative as Constitutive Identity in Deuteronomy 6

The book of Deuteronomy retells the covenant history of the people of God. 

Canonically, Deuteronomy concludes and summarizes the teachings o f Torah. Set after 

the decades of wilderness wandering, this recounting of the covenant takes place on the 

cusp of their entrance into the promised land. The chapter functions as “a rhetorical 

strategy for bringing that word of God to public expression.”39 Deuteronomy transmits 

public identity through story, teaching a way of life, a law lived by becoming a part o f the 

story.

Consider the Shema in light of the preceding study of narrative. To “hear” or 

receive the commandments as a community begins with first characterizing God as above 

all, claiming, “The Lord is our God, the Lord alone” (Deut. 6:4-5). The command to 

“love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 

might” is quickly followed by the dual command to “keep” and “recite” the 

commandment, to tell and retell the story (Deut 6:6-7).

Deuteronomy 6 challenges the people of God to remember who they are by living 

as God’s own people even after they cross over into the promised land. Telling the story 

reinforces tradition and sustains the covenant way of life. Moses declares to the people, 

“Keep all his decrees and his commandments that I am commanding you, so that your 

days may be long. Hear therefore, O Israel, and observe them diligently, so that it may go 

well with you, and so that you may multiply greatly in a land flowing with milk and

39 Bruce C. Birch, Walter Brueggemann, Terence E. Fretheim, and David L. Petersen, 
A Theological Introduction to the Old Testament (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 146.
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honey, as the Lord, the God of your ancestors, has promised you” (Deut. 6:4-5). This way 

of life keeps the people connected to their past, to the God of their ancestors, and a 

promised hope for a future as a people.

The promised land brings new life, but not a new “way of life” for the people of 

God. The call to remember the commandments maintains a sense of identity throughout 

generations. This text bears this promise for future generations. These stories must be told 

to future generations for Israel’s culture to continue in a new setting. Children must hear 

of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; they must know the faithfulness of God in the 

Exodus: “Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and 

when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise” (Deut. 6:7). The people of 

Israel maintain covenant life by telling the story of why a particular people live in a 

peculiar way.

Story maintains the covenant life providing context, history, and identity. 

Neglecting to tell the story, or worse, forgetting the story endangers the identity of the 

people of God. The ethical demands of the commandments are framed by story and find 

their larger meaning because of the story of a God who frees and sustains a wandering 

people. In response to the questions that emerge for the next generation, the response is 

storied: “We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a 

mighty hand. The Lord displayed before our eyes great and awesome signs and wonders 

against Egypt, against Pharaoh and all his household. He brought us out from there in
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order to bring us in, to give us the land that he promised on oath to our ancestors” (Deut. 

6:21-23). The habits that form a faithful life make sense only from within the story.

In The Creative Word, Walter Brueggemann describes narrative as Israel’s “primal 

mode of knowing.”40 By extension, for Brueggemann the “primal mode of education in 

the church is [also] story.”41 The biblical text arrives from those who told and retold the 

communal stories. Culture was created and maintained by passing the story from one 

generation to another. Stories are not axioms or propositions. Stories evoke new 

perceptions and invoke a clear identity.42 These formative stories give hope, identity, and 

distinction to a people. The God of Abraham and Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus Christ is a story- 

bound God. Getting the good news “right” matters because story affects imaginations, 

identity, and action; stories create people.

Story-bound God, Story-formed Community

In the fall of 2001, Stanley Hauerwas and Paige Patterson met in Brinkley Chapel 

on the campus of Southeastern Seminary. The debate turned to the nature of God. 

Patterson recounted classic, modem categories for God. Words like “omnipotence,” 

“omniscience,” and “omnipresence” marked his monologue. In his retort, Hauerwas 

deadpanned, “God is whoever called Israel to be and whoever resurrected Jesus from the 

dead.” With that one sentence, Hauerwas named a central tenet of theology after Barth:

40 Walter Brueggmann, The Creative Word: Canon as a Model fo r  Education 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982), 15.

41 Ibid., 22.

42 Ibid., 23-25.
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God is revealed primarily through the story of Israel and the story of Jesus. Narrative 

theologians reject the practice of theology by categorical definition. God is known 

through inhabiting the story of Israel and Jesus.

Hauerwas believes that we are a “story-formed people.” Narrative, for Hauerwas, 

is the “characteristic of our awareness of ourselves as historical beings who must give an 

account of the purposive relation between temporally discrete realities.”43 Stories are far 

from being “mere stories,” these narratives frame and express the way we see the world 

and conceive our actions in it. Hauerwas highlights the link between social character and 

story. Every social ethic involves a narrative. For Hauerwas, “The form and substance of 

a community is narrative-dependent and therefore a social ethic is a correlative of the 

content of that narrative.”44 Stories are the ways in which we know reality and express 

our being Christian.

For a community of people to claim to be the church, they must embody a certain 

set of practices that make the Christian story intelligible. Hauerwas believes, “The social 

significance of the Gospel requires the recognition of the narrative structure of Christian 

convictions for the life of the church.”45 Living in this way is the primary mission of the 

church, to be a living witness, God’s people in the world. It follows that, “The primary 

social task of the church is to be itself— that is a people who have been formed by a story

43 Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1986), 28-30.

44 Ibid., 10.

45 Ibid., 9.
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that provides them with the skills for . . .  trusting in God’s promise of redemption.”46 If 

the church is a social construct, it is constituted by the transformative story of God. 

Congregations can either live out the gospel into a set o f communal practices that express 

belief and trust in a mighty, loving, and transforming God, or they can create a culture 

within the church walls that is not an expression of the gospel. A church reveals the story 

by which they are formed through the practices they uphold.

Doctrine as the Grammar o f Faithful Discourse

George Lindbeck’s work, The Nature o f  Doctrine, applies the “interpretive tum” 

that has been detailed in the social sciences to religion, specifically doctrine. In this 

cultural-linguistic approach, doctrines are “idioms for the constructing of reality and the 

living of life”47 Doctrines are regulations for our speech about God and are not 

propositional teachings. Faithfulness, then, is engendered by “becoming skilled in the 

language of the tradition of the faith.”48 Being Christian, for Lindbeck, “involves learning 

the story of Israel and of Jesus well enough to interpret and experience oneself and one’s 

world in its terms.”49 Living faith is not the passive acceptance of propositions but the 

enculturation of a person into a way of life. Living as a Christian means first accepting

46 Ibid., 10.

47 George A. Lindbeck, The Nature o f  Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a 
Postliberal Age {Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), 18.

48 Lindbeck, 34. This reading of Lindbeck owes much to a review by B.A. Gerrish. 
B.A. Gerrish, review of The Nature o f  Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal 
Age, by George Lindbeck, The Journal o f  Religion Vol. 68, No. 1 (January 1988): 90-92.

49 Ibid., 34.
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life inside the “sacred canopy” of the Christian tradition and learning its lexicon and 

language. Doctrines operate as symbolic discourse.50 They “regulate truth claims by 

excluding some and permitting others.” Scripture functions as the lens through which the 

world is viewed rather than interpreting Scripture itself by means of extra-Biblical 

categories.51

The story of the gospel is the symbolic world through which the texts of scripture 

and the living human document are interpreted. Teachings, or doctrines, are narrative acts 

that function as Berger’s processes describe. When one considers orthodox Christian 

teaching in this light, it becomes the internal logic of the Christian worldview, the , 

language of life.52 For this reason the speech we use about God and ourselves matters. 

The normative language we use about God and ourselves not only reveals but forms and 

perpetuates a version of the Christian narrative. Getting this story right is important, 

precisely because language creates the lens through which we see the world and 

understand ourselves within it. Good grammar, then, is important for communication, but 

all the more so for the formative effects of language and the larger narrative frameworks 

that language creates.

50 Ibid., 18-19.

51 Ibid.

52 Loughlin, 20.
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A Storied Approach to Practical Theology 

How may congregational leaders use narrative techniques to explore, deconstruct, 

and rebuild congregational narratives that need to be redacted? What are pastors to do 

when the cultural narratives that exist in the pews endanger the story of the gospel? 

Leadership requires congregational exegesis and not solely textual interpretation.

In 1987, Fortress Press published James Hopewell’s Congregation: Stories and 

Structures,53 Hopewell echoed earlier narrative theorists, as well as the narrative shift that 

occurred in the social sciences. As narrative became a major category in biblical 

interpretation and theological ethics, Hopewell came to interpret congregations as 

linguistic cultures and found within their particular histories “thick gatherings of 

complicated actions, each parish distinctive in its expression, each possessing its own 

genius yet incarnating in that peculiarity the world, the message and mission of Christ.54 

Hopewell’s central argument is that in congregations story can function like sacraments, 

and like sacraments, they “can be signs that do things.”55 Through naming differing 

stories within a congregation, formative aspects of expression and operation are revealed. 

The deep symbolism that exists within any congregational structure is revealed.

53 James F. Hopewell, Congregation: Stories and Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1987). The work was published posthumously after Hopewell’s death in 1984 and 
was significantly edited by Barbara Wheeler.

54 Ibid., 17.

55 Ibid., 119.
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Hopewell begins his work by evaluating four approaches to congregational study. 

He sought to examine the “intentions” of each form of study as they related to the 

congregational system or “household.”56 Hopewell believes that while any study of 

quality employs all four perspectives, detailed below, and may in fact acknowledge their 

utility in any study, one such approach comes to characterize a single inquiry and 

encompass its major findings.57 The contextual perspective examines the environment 

surrounding a particular object of research. The mechanistic perspective focuses on the 

functions of an object of study. Like the operative cogs in a machine, this lens 

emphasizes the factors and agencies in the delineation of action. For mechanists, the 

world may be reduced to statistical properties or numerical instruments that quantify 

function and effectiveness. The organic approach develops from emphasis on the 

systemic nature of congregations. Such assessments assume that congregations bear a 

“similarity to a living organism that can mature to stages of equilibrium and insight not 

evident at its present stage of maturation.”58

Lastly, Hopewell examines the symbolic approach. Symbolism emphasizes 

corresponding forms between otherwise unrelated things and events. The world is

56 Ibid. 19-22. Don Browning draws deeply upon Hopewell in his Fundamental 
Practical Theology using the work of James Hopewell and Melvin Williams. Browning’s 
five elements are essentially influenced by Hopewell’s treatment of multiple approaches. 
See Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic 
Proposals (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991).

57 Hopewell, 20.

58 Ibid.
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imagined as certain persistent structures in which life participates. This symbolic 

approach considers the congregation as an “exchange of symbols that express the views, 

values, and motivations of the parish.”59

Hopewell advocates for this kind of symbolic study or discourse analysis. He 

believes the congregation is fundamentally a discourse. This bears his use of narrative 

theory finding this world of symbols as narratively constructed. Reality is made and 

maintained through language. Hopewell roots his methodology in narrative social science 

reflecting the aforementioned shift in the social sciences towards narrative. For 

Hopewell, early studies in ethnography reveal “even small communities generate a rich 

symbolic communication that gives each its meaning and cohesion.”60 Participant 

observation and the ethnographic interview are key methods used to delineate 

congregational stories. Follow-up surveys served to confirm what is first observed and 

named using these other anthropological modes. This kind of methodology was used in 

this project in the use of congregant interviews, surveys, and archives. These tools can 

serve to help name the congregational stories that exist and are emerging in a 

congregational body. The raw data of this kind of inquiry led Hopewell to the conclusion 

that “parish idiom” conveys and implies a narrative of the congregation’s self-perception 

and is primarily narrative in form.61 The congregational communication among its

59 Ibid., 28.

60 Ibid., 30.

61 Ibid., 5.
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members is primarily by story. By its own congregating, the congregation participates in 

the narrative structures in the world’s societies.62

While other methods may employ narrative description, this is different from a 

narrative characterization. Contextual models concentrate on demographic features and 

statistical analysis. A mechanistic definition provides numerical and functional facts. The 

organicist approaches interpret interpersonal and emotional attributes. Narrative serves an 

essential role to examine and explain life in Hopewell’s symbolic approach.

Hopewell returns to literature, as we have seen in other disciplines. The stories, 

once they are uncovered, find their meaning in the context of larger mythologies. 

Hopewell plots a congregational setting along the lines of Northrop Frye’s literary circle: 

tragic, comedic, romantic, and ironic. From these literary categories, Hopewell forms 

four categories that differentiate congregational stories or worldview: canonic, gnostic, 

charismatic, and empiric. These narrative features describe the source from which a 

person was actually engaged in more complex negotiation of story.63 These categories are 

not exhaustive, and even Hopewell admits they do not fully name the richness of 

congregational worldviews. Hopewell devised these categories as a more adequate way to 

name the variables of belief than a single, forced scale, such as liberal or conservative. 

These categories are used to assess worldview at Heritage as a correlative for the

62 Ibid., 46-51.

63 Ibid., 69.
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qualitative descriptions created as a result of the project. While this fourfold typology 

gives a greater degree of variation, it still does not give a full picture of self and world.

Hopewell draws directly on the work of theological ethicist Stanley Hauerwas. 

Congregations are essentially story-formed communities. The story of Christ’s kingdom 

describes and transforms the character of ordinary Christians in our congregations. For 

Hopewell, Hauerwas introduces several aspects of the link between social character and 

story. Stories give a kind of coherence among different elements and events that define 

the identity of the community. In this sense, story creates character. Furthermore, for 

Hopewell, our lives’ narrative structure shaped the basic ways that society values and 

interprets life. Story, in this sense, is a kind of paradigm that accounts for social character 

in a congregation. This Hauerwasian ethic informs Hopewell’s treatment; story can be 

descriptive and operative in a community. The Christian community is an embedded 

narrative that judges and redeems other actions of story; the Christian narrative 

transforms.

Hopewell focuses on the way that using mythological stories can enhance the 

descriptive and operational power of congregational narratives.64 Following Alasdair 

MacIntyre’s work, Hopewell asserts that the connection between myth and 

congregational character is a direct result of the community’s labor for “moral 

particularity,” stating that “to survive, the community must develop and maintain a

64 Ibid., 107.
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specific, and therefore particular, constellation of outlets and values.”65 For Hopewell, 

myth characterizes the community. Story and practice are reflexive; one implies the 

other.66

Hopewell anticipates further developments in the study of narrative and

congregations toward the end of his work. Since his untimely death, practical theologians

have taken up this connection between story, identity, and the embodiment of the gospel.

Hopewell suggests that the purpose of examining a congregational story with conscious

reference to its structure can provide a fresh way to look at corporate life. He names the

ways that many churches fall into a kind of narrative disrepair:

Many churches fail to tell their story. They are paralyzed in prosaic self
description that follows depressingly predictable lines. They evaluate themselves 
by counting money, membership, and programs. Denying or ignoring the 
complexity of relationships in the congregation, they consistently proclaim their 
cohesion as a family. They tabulate the age, sex, race, and social class of their 
members. And they even equate themselves with the property they occupy.67

For Hopewell this “pattern of self-reference” reflects a focus on numbers and tasks, a 

preference for “familial traits,” an inordinate stress upon demography, and a mental 

image of the congregation that confuses the building with the church that lives within. 

Pastoral questions remain: How do we change the operational myths or narratives of a 

community? How does one perform narrative maintenance in a congregational setting?

65 Ibid., 109.

66 Ibid., 111.

67 Ibid., 140.



What should be the normative place of the gospel in congregational ethos? The closing 

chapters of Hopewell point in this direction, but further attention is required.

Descriptive Theology and Congregational Therapy

The renewed interest in the role of narrative in the social sciences precedes the 

role of narrative in congregational studies. Through story we highlight and remember our 

past, frame our present realities, and plot our future. A narrative approach to 

congregational leadership involves the maintenance of our memory, clarity for our 

present context, and a vision of hope for where our futures might take us. A narrative 

approach allows us to provide an alternative history by highlighting different points of 

our past. For example, churches who find themselves stuck in modes of thinking that are 

outdated need to recollect the creative energy and permission of a young church. 

Churches must recognize that their story is larger than their particular history and reffame 

their present life and future goals by the imperatives of the gospel.

Congregational leaders have many models through which to evaluate 

congregational culture and manage change. Perusing the latest congregational resource 

catalogue, one finds a dizzying array of “best-selling” books on leadership and change in 

organizations and congregational systems, each promising the most effective model for 

lasting change. Pastors bear the responsibility that, beyond organizational effectiveness, 

congregations share a common life that is indicative of the gospel message, true to their 

present context and faithful to the mission of God.
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Gods Potters by Jackson Carroll examines the life of the minister. The metaphor 

that extends throughout the work, that of “potter,” frames the work of the minister as a 

producer of culture. The image is that of a potter who on God’s behalf “give[s] shape to 

the congregation’s particular way of being a congregation-that is, to the beliefs and 

practices characteristic of a particular community’s life and ministry.”68 Carroll believes 

“through the core work of the pastoral office . . .  a pastor helps to ‘produce’ or at least 

decisively shape the congregation’s culture.”69 Pastoral leadership framed in this manner 

pays attention to congregational life at the level of culture, a way of life for a local 

community. Pastors create and perpetuate local Christian culture as they “draw on beliefs, 

symbols, stories, and practices from the Christian tradition to construct narratives and 

interpretive frameworks that help members locate themselves and find meaning and 

perspective for dealing with issues in their daily lives.”70 Pastors make connections 

between the lived experience of a particular congregation and the living tradition of a 

Christian way of life.

The promise of narrative lies in its ability to recognize and reform culture. By 

interpreting congregational cultures through the stories they tell, pastors find access into 

the inner life of congregations, their interpretive systems, and how they ascribe meaning 

to doctrine. This allows pastors to recognize or reveal any problematic narratives, such as

68 Jackson W. Carroll, Gods Potters: Pastoral Leadership and the Shaping o f  
Congregations (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 25.

69 Ibid.

70 Ibid., 26.
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the way churches get stuck in the past. Narrative offers the pastor a tool to help 

congregations capture their present experience and even move them forward into the 

future. These narratives serve as “springboard stories” that ground our identities and draw 

us forward into the future. The role of narrative extends beyond the realm of mere 

rhetoric. Pastors interested in congregational study would do well to attend to the storied 

life of their congregation. Attention to the narrative dynamics of congregational culture 

helps the pastor lead the community. Congregations are stories. Stories of origin, self

definition, and future prospects shape the identity of a congregation. These intangibles 

are often missed by other modes of inquiry into congregational life, and leadership. Such 

myths may haunt or hallow a congregation, offering curse or blessing; it is the task of the 

pastor to excise or explicate these narratives. In the years since James Hopewell’s death, 

narrative has continued to be a central character and driving force within many 

disciplines.

Recent studies in congregational leadership have revived interest in Hopewell’s 

work in congregations by drawing upon narrative as a tool of inquiry, as well as emerging 

research in narrative psychology that uses narrative as a therapeutic instrument. This new 

practice of narrative therapy asserts that humans are a collection of stories and that these 

stories empower people to thrive.

Michael White and David Epston’s Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends makes 

connections between narrative theory and therapeutic practice or the healing of
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malformed narratives.71 Michael White’s follow-up, Maps o f  Narrative Practice draws 

upon the work of storied therapy by examining six areas of narrative practice: 

externalizing conversations, re-authoring conversations, remembering conversations, 

definitional ceremonies, conversations that highlight unique outcomes, and scaffolding 

conversations.72 Psychologists have learned “as people began to inhabit and live out these 

alternative stories, the results went beyond solving problems. Within the new stories, 

people could live out new self images.”73 Jill Freedman and Gene Combs extend the 

practice of narrative therapy continuing the social-constructive, anthropological bent. 

Narrative therapy engages narrative theory and social constructivism as guiding 

metaphors. Stories constitute our lives and those lives of the people with whom we work. 

For these narrative therapists, the central tenet of their worldview is, “people, together, 

construct their realities as they live them.”74

While the work of psychologists like Freedman, Combs, White, and Epston do 

not directly address congregational therapy, further research by community psychologists 

does. Community psychologists Erin Mankowski and Julian Rappaport engage narrative 

ideas, like those detailed in this chapter, with and in congregations. They find that local

71 Michael White, and David Epston, Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Co, 1990).

72 Michael White, Maps o f  Narrative Practice (New York: W. W. Norton & Co,
2007).

73 Jill Freedman, and Gene Combs, Narrative Therapy: The Social Construction o f
Preferred Realities (New York: W. W. Norton & Co, 1996), 16.

74 Ibid., 23.
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congregations, in particular, provide a rich opportunity to develop narrative-based 

therapies, because they “have narrative accounts, accessible to the members that guide 

how members understand themselves and their life stories.”75 Congregations maintain 

community through social processes: “They communicate to members and to others what 

the community is like, how it came to be that way, and what behavior is expected.”76 

They suggest “storytelling” in spiritually-based communities provides more than just a 

sociological function, akin to what Peter Berger called “universe maintenance.” They 

name the spiritual power of storytelling or what those inside the community might call 

testimony and witness. Congregational stories instill hope and inspiration, deepen 

tradition and a sense of history, and provide tools to cope with change, and negative 

personal or social conditions.77 Storytelling opens the space for otherwise unheard voices, 

as spiritual communities open their life to those considered the “least of these.” The space 

for storytelling provides a hearing for those “excluded from the dominant cultural 

narratives to maintain their own sense of identity.”78

Narrative studies can be utilized by congregations to inspire storytelling practices, 

to evaluate whether their storytelling contributes to the achievement of their goals, and to 

learn how to more consciously apply the tools of their experience in other settings.

75 Eric S. Mankowski, and Julian Rappaport, “Narrative Concepts and Analysis in 
Spiritually-Based Communities,” Journal o f  Community Psychology 28, no. 5 (09 2000): 
490.

76 Ibid.

77 Ibid.

78 Ibid.
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Melvin Williams concludes “every congregation has its own distinctive pattern of 

meaning that can be discovered by the two basic methods of ethnographic inquiry: 

participant observation and the ethnographic interview.”79 Along with the quantitative 

correlative inventory, this project explores some of the tools of ethnography in an attempt 

to arrive at a “thick” description of the operative narratives at Heritage Baptist 

Fellowship. Chapter three details the ethnographic inquiry used in this project to evoke 

narratives from the congregation. By naming these operative narratives, Heritage has 

become more aware of how those narratives shape our common life.

79 Melvin D. Williams, “The Conflict of Corporate Church and Spiritual Community: 
An Ethnographic Analysis,” in Building Effective Ministry: Theory and Practice in the 
Local Church, ed. Carl S. Dudley (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1983), 169.



CHAPTER THREE 

PLOTTING THE STORY: EVOKING NARRATIVES 

Studying stories is an interesting task, for it matters not just what story is told, but 

how that story is told and with what intonation. Telling stories can be telling not only for 

the content that is communicated, but also for the way that stories conceal and reveal 

something about the storyteller. Overhearing church stories is easy; one need only lean 

over a pew or linger in the parking lot to overhear parishioners parsing the day’s events. 

These unofficial parking lot conversations often become the way a church story is 

remembered. The lot becomes the space where the activity of the church’s life becomes a 

storied event, the first place of reflection upon what has just happened. This chapter tells 

the story of Heritage capturing our congregational stories, by introducing the narrative 

research cycle and its methods: observation, congregational archives, guided interviews, 

and relevant survey instruments. This description will also include the details of any new 

congregational artifacts or experiences created by the NSPG for reflection by the 

congregation.

Advent 2011: Inviting the Congregation into God’s Story 

Robert Webber in Ancient-Future Worship says, “Worship proclaims God’s 

narrative.”1 Webber claims the dominant error of some Christians is to say, “I must bring

1 Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Worship: Proclaiming and Acting God’s 
Narrative (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2008), 23.
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God into my story.” This is a needful corrective for many congregations who believe that 

worship, and congregational life in general, is an opportunity to focus on one’s own story. 

Webber believes that we should “get back into the story of God.” He reveals the deep 

narcissism in a culture that prays to God, “Enough about me, God, what do you think of 

me?” The corrective involves creating a congregational consciousness that has a dual 

perspective, with a focus placed first upon remembering God’s story, and secondly upon 

anticipating God’s story in the future.2

In the fall of 2011, Heritage began a process of discernment. This was an 

opportunity to study the stories of Heritage and employ narrative inquiry and narrative 

therapy. From the outset, the discernment process was designed to engage the personal 

stories of the families of Heritage, as well as their shared communal story. By inviting the 

congregation to remember their stories, the process opened up their shared corporate 

history and placed the story of this church within the story of the Church universal. To 

that end, the NSPG used the Christian year as a vehicle for reflection and planning, 

grounding the process in a theology of worship. By setting the process within the 

Christian year, the tone was set for conversation about the story of this church within the 

story of the Church. As Heritage experienced the seasons of Advent, Christmas,

Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and Ordinary Time, the experiences of narrative strategic 

planning were framed within the Church’s gospel narrative. The seasons of the Christian 

year offered a defined structure to the process. Seasons grounded the experiences of

2 Ibid.
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examining the church’s story within the expected church calendar. Advent is understood 

to be a season of preparation; Epiphany held an expectation for new understandings to be 

revealed. Lent opens a vulnerable space in the congregation for confession and 

repentance. The Christian year offered a useful structure on to which the congregation 

could explore its stories and multiple levels.

Worship is a narrative nexus, serving as an anchor for the narrative strategic 

planning process, mooring our work as part of this church’s life and mission. Too often 

the temptation is to accept the assumptions and the process of planning from a business 

model. The life of the church is not so easily translated into measurable outcomes like the 

ones on which business consultants rely. The church’s missional identity cannot be 

conflated with the aims of business or reduced to mere profitability. Through grounding 

this process in worship, Advent becomes prologue to a renewed reception of the Spirit of 

Christ in the life of this church.

Preparing the Congregation

During Advent 2011, each member of the congregation received a copy of the 

devotional calendar of texts and reflections based upon readings from the lectionary. 

These reading were tuned to our needs as a congregation in order to examine our life and 

practices together. Hard copies were distributed during worship the week before the first 

Sunday of Advent, and electronic copies were emailed to the membership of the 

congregation. Daily posts were added to our church’s Facebook page allowing those 

inside as well as outside our community to have the opportunity to reflect. The story of
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Advent became inspiration for our own season of preparation and expectation. This was

an intentional reflection period designed to ready the hearts and minds of the people. The

congregation was invited to reflect on God’s story of expectation.

The devotional employed themes for each week of Advent: expecting, preparing,

anticipating, and belonging. Each day presented the worshipers of Heritage the

opportunity to reflect on their lives as a part of the larger story of God in the world. The

first few entries are representative of the whole.3 These themes addressed not only the

theological concern of the season in the text used in worship but also the concerns of this

congregation on the cusp of a new journey of strategic planning.

One of the goals of this process is aptly captured by the author of our devotional

and a member of the NSPG, Kim Heath Mason:

Heritage Baptist Fellowship is also embarking on a new beginning — a journey 
through strategic planning. There are great expectations, much preparation, eager 
anticipation, and a deep longing for what will be bom through this process. This 
Advent guide will serve a dual purpose this year. Not only will it be a guide to 
prepare our hearts for the birth of Christ, but it will also prepare our hearts for 
what is to be bom through the strategic planning process.

Using these themes, the devotional guide connected personal experience with the Advent 

and Christmas story and the work ahead for the church in the process of narrative 

discovery and change in the upcoming strategic planning process. The objective of this 

devotional was to initiate and prepare the hearts, minds, and spirit of the congregation to 

create organic ties between the congregation’s experience of the narrative planning 

process and the story of the Gospel present in the season of Advent.

3 Excerpts from the devotional guide may be found in the appendices of this thesis.
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Preparing the Narrative Strategic Planning Group

Each season of the Christian year bears its own invitation into reflection. Advent 

2011 marked the beginning of Heritage Baptist Fellowship looking back into the story of 

Christianity and looking carefully at their story as a church. On the second Sunday of 

Advent, December 4, 2011, our NSPG convened and received training. Training was 

implemented from the researcher and the Center for Congregational Health. The season 

of Advent and Christmas became a celebration of the birth of something new and began a 

season of anticipation and responsibility for the NSPG to involve the church in reflecting 

on its narratives.

On December 18,2011, our narrative strategic planning group met to create our 

first congregational exercise designed to evoke and capture congregational history as well 

as personal story. The next liturgical season, Epiphany, became the opportunity to look 

back at the congregation’s narratives and consider signs that reveal narratives of 

opportunity and narratives of concern. Our team drew upon the work of Nancy 

Ammerman and Carl S. Dudley. The authors invite congregations to create archives, 

timelines, and maps of their church’s experience in order to name where they have been. 

Congregations, in this way, begin a narrative of their history that can, “identify and 

celebrate the dynamics of change.”4 Their process begins with congregations “noticing, 

assessing, experimenting, and creating new resources, but it is not complete until it has

4 Carl S. Dudley and Nancy T. Ammerman, Congregations in Transition (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2002), Kindle Edition. 608 of 1610.
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been fully incorporated into the culture of the congregation.”5 The authors believe that 

congregational change requires more than just “rational planning and logical 

arguments . . .  it also requires engaging the imagination and the heart . . .  through drama 

and symbols.”6 The congregational archive served as a growing reminder of the social 

history and location of the congregation. Sharing this information in public spaces allows 

church members to reflect upon their history and shared experience.

Epiphany 2012: Looking for Signs 

Traditionally, Epiphany is the season where the church celebrates those travelers 

who had the great courage to look around at where they were and look up into the sky, 

attempting to discern the symbols present. This provided Heritage a powerful narrative 

invitation into the story of what God was doing in the world. The nature of Epiphany 

itself set the tone for giving us permission to wonder about God’s presence through our 

history.

Plotting our Past: Archive, Repository, Timeline

On January 22, 2012, the church gathered to remember its history during a lunch 

and afternoon work session involving three exercises. This time of remembering was 

designed to evoke congregational narratives and new tellings o f the congregation’s 

history. We created public space in the congregation for an archive. There was a 

repository for congregational artifacts like orders of worship, photographs, and founding

5 Ibid., 171 of 1610.

6 Ibid., 173 of 1610.
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documents. We began with an emplottment exercise to fill in a comprehensive timeline to 

create a setting for the archive. Timelines are a meaningful tool in capturing 

congregational stories because they create a model for narrative discourse where stories 

and narrative artifacts are set in time. This powerful visual artifact of congregational 

behavior created an occasion to name patterns and locate areas of opportunity or concern.

The team created a tiered timeline upon which the congregation placed the events 

of their story. Participants examined cultural events, denominational history, and local 

experiences, noting personal positives and negatives. They were asked to name events on 

a forty-foot sheet of white paper that lined the fellowship hall. The three tiers of the 

timeline—national cultural events, denominational history, and local experience— 

allowed participants to describe events that shaped the current narrative of the church.
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Through sticky notes used to jot down collected memories from every respondent, 

a visible story arc emerged in the room on the timeline. First, congregants added their 

sticky notes to the national cultural event timeline. Next, they placed memories of their 

experience of the past thirty years at the denominational level. Finally, congregants were 

invited to use one color of sticky notes to highlight experiences within their local church 

life that were positive. Responses included baptisms, first communions in the church 

building, and similar events. They used another colored sticky note to place events on the 

timeline that were negative. Responses included members who left the church or deaths 

of family members. Within a couple of hours, this one sparse timeline was marked by a 

sea of green sticky notes marked by islands of blue and arcs connecting the three tiers. 

Mapping Our Way: Congregation and Community

The conversation shifted from remembering our history to recognizing our 

community and the neighbors around the church. This helped the congregation better 

understand the deep connections we share with people in the area. In order to know 

where you’re going, you have to know where you are. The congregation added to the 

growing archive. The membership of the congregation was mapped, pinpointed, and 

cross-colored for tenure in the congregation. We noted trends of growth and expansion. 

Respondents were invited to place a pin in the map where their house was located. 

Locating Ourselves: a worldview inventory.

At the beginning of the project the congregation was asked to complete a pre

project survey that included James Hopewell’s worldview inventory. This inventory
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included a brief demographic section and twenty-seven questions designed to place the 

respondent in one of four categories. As a quantitative correlative instrument, this survey 

was used alongside our qualitative endeavors. In the analysis phase of the project this 

survey served to draw connections between quantitative judgments and qualitative 

judgments.

Discerning our Findings

On January 26, the executive team of the NSPG met to process our archive wall 

and review congregational documents. On Thursday, February 16, the entire group met to 

begin the process of communal coding and interpret our findings. This was by far our 

most generative experience. The sheer amount of raw data overwhelmed some of the 

team. We engaged in a communal qualitative ethnographic coding process. That 

examined each season of the life of our congregation from prologue to birth to Reinhardt 

years to the building and inhabiting of this new sanctuary and time since finding a new 

pastor. This coding process allowed us to use collections of sticky notes and lump them 

into themes, which became the operative metaphors of the period. Attention to the green 

and the blue sticky notes gave opportunity to recognize narratives of opportunity that 

represent the best of who we have been and narratives of concern that confess what we 

are not.

Lent 2012: Sharing Confessions and First Impressions 

The Lenten season, known for its introspection, provided us the opportunity to 

name and confess our findings about our community. This confession happened as the
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community gathered for worship and for Wednesday night Bible study. The initial results 

from our archive and timeline were summarized into a set of themes in the season of Lent 

and formed the basis for a series of sermons and Wednesday evening topics. Lenten 

Sermon Series

The Lenten sermon series articulated some of the narratives of concern and 

opportunity discovered during our initial inquiry. The series was entitled “Confessions: a 

Baptist apology.” By playing off the dual meaning of the word “confession,” as an 

admittance of wrongdoing and a succinct defendable vision of the faith, the series 

explored the positive and negative sides of congregational life. So too “apology” has a 

dual meaning: apology in the sense of an admittance of wrongdoing and apology in the 

sense of making the case for something. The series was a reporting tool for the 

congregation as we named what we learned from the timeline experience.

Lenten Speaker Series: Who Is My Neighbor?

This Lenten series located the congregation in the midst of other institutions in the 

area. Participants are asked to identify the various institutions, agencies, and associates 

developed over the years in the community. This revealed larger institutions that shape 

the life of the community and smaller institutions that share the church’s mission and 

goals. Congregants became more aware of opportunities present in the community for 

missional engagement. Such reflection resulted in broadened partnerships and a greater 

stewardship of present resources as members volunteered and gave.
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Community leaders and executive directors of local nonprofits came to speak at 

Heritage. Each speaker led a conversation at Heritage on a Wednesday night, sharing 

about their particular population in Cherokee county. The speakers alternated between 

business leaders who serve people in the economic center of our community and those 

who serve people on the margins of our community, such as local nonprofits.

Easter 2012: Death and Resurrection

During the season of Easter our narrative research shifted from our past to our 

present. During this time the congregation was invited to examine the life of Heritage 

looking for the surprising presence of the living Christ. After our timeline experience and 

early interviews generated a wealth of operative images at Heritage, including a new 

telling of the congregation’s history, the attention of our NSPG pivoted from interpreting 

who we have been to naming who we are and what we should now do. This shift from the 

narrative cultural investigation to a congregational evaluation proved to be a rocky one 

that revealed the need for an action process that fit with the assumptions of our research 

model.

Anticipating the need for another voice during this transition from who we have 

been to who we should be, Heritage enlisted a congregational consultant to aid in the 

work of the NSPG. We thought that, given the wealth of identity work that we had 

already accomplished, a consultant could help us make the connections with our present 

ministries. What happened highlighted the cognitive dissonance that crops up when two 

models of congregational investigation and change are based on differing assumptions.
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On April 29, 2012, we hosted a congregational meeting that shared some initial 

findings from our archive, timeline, and initial interview. This stop along our cycle was 

designed to review our learning from the seasons of Epiphany and Lent and to continue 

our Easter experience of new life. After our NSPG team shared some of our findings from 

the timeline, the consultant took the gathered group through a congregational analysis 

tool that quickly fell flat. The tool used during this meeting was a “keep, add, improve, or 

drop” exercise designed to constructively critique present congregational ministries. This 

activity generated a set of fairly random responses from the congregation. In light of the 

introspective work accomplished during Epiphany and Lent, this exercise did not connect 

with the identity work already accomplished by the congregation. The exercise did not 

build upon our sense of who we have been and it did not offer helpful ways to plan based 

on this identity. What seemed troubling to the leadership of our executive team was that 

the evaluation tool was not connected to our prior learnings. The experience was one of 

discontinuity. Keep ministries based on what, whim? Discontinue based on what, 

difficulty? There was no connection to who we were as a congregation and who we were 

feeling called to be. The exercise missed the connection to our overarching story as a 

congregation. In the days that followed, the NSPG team decided to regroup and seek a 

change process that fit with our narrative research model. Heritage ended the consulting 

process in May 2012. During the early summer of 2012 the NSPG focused on reviewing 

our findings, with no formal meetings.
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Pentecost 2012: A New Language 

The season of Pentecost recounts the birth of the church given by the presence of 

the Spirit. This process created a sense o f rebirth for Heritage. The Spirit’s unifying 

presence challenged our reticence to move forward. The NPSG went on hiatus for the 

summer and I conducted field interviews to thicken narratives that emerged through the 

timeline and archive.

Congregational Interviews: Completing the Picture

During Pentecost, I conducted interviews with forty-one respondents. In these 

interviews I collected personal stories and helped thicken the congregational description 

created by the NSPG. These interviews correlated with the judgments of the archive 

exercise that was created earlier in the year. Questions included: How did you come to 

Heritage? What were your first experiences with Heritage Baptist Fellowship? What were 

your most powerful experiences with Heritage Baptist Fellowship? What attracted you to 

Heritage Baptist Fellowship? Why do you choose to stay at Heritage? How would you 

describe Heritage Baptist Fellowship when you first became part of it? If there were a 

dominant story that defined Heritage Baptist Fellowship, how would you describe it? 

How do you fit into the story of Heritage? How would you describe the mission of 

Heritage? How is that mission embodied? These interviews supplemented the set of 

images and metaphors that emerged during the archive and timeline portions of the study. 

The findings and synthesis of these interviews are examined in chapter four.
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Appreciative Inquiry: a Spirited Discovery

As the summer ended, the NSPG committee explored models for congregational

evaluation. After the “ill fit” of the Easter meeting, the church needed an analysis process

that matched the research model. Mark Lau Branson’s Memories, Hopes, and

Conversations provided that model for the NSPG.7 Appreciative inquiry helped the

NSPG move from the collection of artifacts and articulation of narratives to the writing of

our preferred narrative at Heritage by developing plans based on a deeper sense of who

we are as a congregation. An appreciative inquiry mode fit best with the assumptions of

our narrative research model. Appreciative inquiry, writes Jane McGruder, is:

a collaborative and highly participative, systemwide approach to seeking, 
identifying, and enhancing the “life-giving forces” that are present when the 
system is performing optimally in human, economic, and organizational terms. It 
is a journey during which profound knowledge of a human system at its moments 
of wonder is uncovered and used to co-construct the best and highest future of 
that system.8

From the findings from the narrative research phase, we were able to employ a process of 

appreciate inquiry to construct a series of value statements that articulated our preferred 

ethos in a given ministry.9 A shift occurred from recognizing operational narratives to 

reconstructing our actions and identity based on a fresh interpretation of who we are as a

7 Mark Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 
Congregational Change (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2004).

8 Jane McGruder Watkins and Bernard Mohr, Appreciative Inquiry: Change at the 
Speed o f  Imagination (San Francisco: Jossey Bass/Pfeiffer, 2001), 14, quoted in Mark 
Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 
Congregational Change (Herndon,VA: The Alban Institute, 2004), 19.

9 The findings of this process are detailed in chapter four.
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congregation. A therapeutic quality in narrative confesses past ills and creates the space to 

form something new. Naming what has been problematic in the past offers an opportunity 

to look honestly at what could emerge in the future. Larry Golemon, editor of The Alban 

Institute Series on Narrative Leadership, contends “received narratives can be 

reconstructed or replaced by restoring our lives according to newfound strength and 

capacity for change.”10 The discernment process described in Branson’s work was 

narrative-based and provided a model that could drive our discourse in fundamentally 

new directions.

Narrative Planning Retreat

On August 3 and 4, 2012, our discernment process began as the NSPG made a 

shift from examining who we have been and why and began to ask questions about who 

we might be called to be. This is the first step in an appreciative inquiry process. 

Frederick Buechner writes “people should be treasured less for who they are and for what 

the world has made of them than for what they have it in them at the best to be because 

ultimately, of course, it is not the world that made them at all.”11 I opened the meeting 

with that quote. The nine hours that we spent together in a retreat setting was an 

important time.

10 Larry Golemon, “Thinking Through Change,” in Finding our Story: Narrative 
Leadership and Congregational Change (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010), 9.

11 Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures: a Biblical Who’s Who (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1979), 205.
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We reviewed all of our learning to this point. The NSPG capitalized on the 

narratives of opportunity that we discovered together and embodied these narratives in a 

document that outlined congregational values and ethos. In this retreat setting, members 

of the NSP group seemed happy and excited at the prospect of articulating our plan for 

the congregation.

Reviewing our findings from the narrative research phase meant that we as a 

small group relived the high points of our congregation and also were compelled to 

confess our low moments. In order to keep our conversations on track, we used a series of 

questions to test any proposed ideas. Narrative therapists, like David Epston, use 

questions as generative tool. “Every time we ask a question,” writes Epson, “we are 

generating a possible version of a life.”12 These four questions have provided guidance 

for our planning team: Does this further the mission of God, in this place, for Christ’s 

sake?; Does form follow theological function?; How does this embody the Great 

Commission or fulfill the Great Commandment?; Are we focused on ministry ends or 

ministry means? These questions have helped to keep us focused on the task of ministry 

and helped us choose faithful options for ministry and offer specific correctives to our 

congregation’s previously named tendencies to privatize ministry so that the mission of 

God not become solely my mission to the exclusion of all other participants. Asking if an 

idea furthered the mission of God, in this place, reminded us to wonder whether or not a

12 Michael White and David Epston, Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends (New 
York: Norton, 1990), 40-42.
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ministry was faithful to our context and particular set of gifts. Work, fo r Christ’s sake, 

added a sense of urgency and additional reminder that it is God’s work and not our own.

Six different newsprint sheets lined the walls of our conference room with the six 

ministry areas written on each one: worship, discipleship, ministry, fellowship, witness, 

and stewardship. Members of the NSPG filled the white paper with examples in these 

areas of our best practices, also naming areas where a unique opportunity exists to be our 

best. Branson calls these “peak examples.”13 We moved beyond reporting on the past, and 

proceeded to name present practice and future potential, echoing Buechner in his call to 

treasure people for more than the circumstances of their life or past failure. This moment 

was a second naivete for the group, where we returned to the question of “What next?” 

from the deep understanding of who we are. The NSPG named honestly what we have in 

us at our best to be as a community. Before our research into our narrative identity, I do 

not think this session would have proved as fruitful.

On the second day, we analyzed factors that contributed to these faithful moments 

or what we believed contributed to our aspirations in a given area. For example, we 

named the practice of “acceptance” as a “peak example” of who we are and extended it 

by articulating that sense of openness. Our sense of hospitality as a congregation is now 

named by the phrase “open to all; closed to none.” While we did not coin the phrase, we 

did imprint it upon our congregation as our aspiration for the future.

13 Branson, 84-89.
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Sharing the Light

The NSPG presented the results of our narrative strategic planning process on 

Sunday, September 9, during the anniversary of the forming of the church. This 

anniversary service allowed many members of Heritage to share their stories with the 

congregation. In the weeks following the anniversary, I preached thematic sermons based 

on the broad strokes of the strategic plan and hosted a weekly dialogue for reflection. 

Chapter Four details our findings from this process of narrative inquiry.



CHAPTER FOUR 

TELLING OUR STORY 

In the story of any congregation, there is both the sacred and the mundane.1 

Congregations are filled with stories about God, theologies or sacred stories that ground 

the very reason for their existence. These stories intersect with primal existential qualities 

of life and engage our ultimate questions. There are other stories too. Ask any pastor and 

he or she will proffer that congregations are filled with mundane stories. The stories are 

mundane in that they seem boring when compared to the sacred stories with which 

pastors work, and perhaps even mundane compared to the dramatic stories of an ER 

doctor or a trial attorney. Many church stories seem mundane, but might there be 

something to be found in the midst of the quotidian wonder of mundane stories.

Sacred stories, writes Stephen Crites, “shape human activity in primal ways. Such 

stories are often affecting us in unconscious ways. Their influence affecting our very 

assumptions about reality.”2 Mundane stories are powerful too, but not in the sense that 

they are powerfully boring. Crites uses sacred and mundane descriptively, not literally. 

Given this lexical confusion, Tim Shapiro prefers the word “ordinary” or “common”

1 Stephen Crites, “The Narrative Quality of Experience,” in Why Narrative? Readings 
in Narrative Theology, ed. Stanley Hauerwas, and L. Gregory Jones (Eugene: Wipf & 
Stock Publishers, 1997), 71.

2 Ibid.
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reflecting the same use of “ordinary” found liturgically in the Christian year.3 Much like 

ordinary time, there is nothing ordinary, or mundane exactly, about the way that the 

stories of congregational life affect our lives. These stories are common or ordinary in the 

sense that they relate to everyday life and form the way by which ordinary life is related. 

Life is lived, narrated, and articulated through narrative, Crites’ third category of 

experience.

In the church we need both kinds of stories, sacred and mundane, to tell the 

stories about God and the people of God. This study examined the story of the mundane 

mythology of Heritage Baptist to understand our corporate life with the aim of telling our 

sacred story anew. This chapter presents the findings from narrative research, lays out the 

narrative constructs developed through communal research, and details the way these 

stories are “signs, which like sacraments do things.”4 In offering an account of our 

findings, one may realize with Crites that “from the sublime to the ridiculous, all 

peoples’ mundane stories are implicit in its sacred story, and every mundane story takes 

soundings in the sacred story.”5 The goal of telling the interaction of sacred and mundane

3 Tim Shapiro, “The Sacred Value of Congregational Stories,” in Living Our Story: 
Narrative Leadership and Congregational Culture, ed. Larry A. Golemon (Herndon, VA: 
The Alban Institute, 2010), 93.

4 James Hopewell, Congregations Stories and Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1987), 119.

5 Crites, 71.
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stories at Heritage is to find that “luminous moment, in which sacred, mundane and 

personal [stories] are inseparably conjoined” where the sacred and mundane meet.6

Narrative inquiry at Heritage generated forty-six hours of conversation. Many 

were sacred, but more than a few were mundane. Creating an anthology of stories 

encountered through the research could fill this entire chapter. Engaging in the first-order 

task of telling a story as well as the second-order task o f telling the story about the story 

proved generative. At the same time we must tell the story of how we tell about the story. 

Each level of discourse has been present as Heritage shared, evaluated, and analyzed their 

story. Each story serves different functions: Some were autobiographical, as members of 

Heritage told their personal account of the beginning of the church; other tellings were 

ideological, as members who have joined over the years offered theological reasons for 

joining the church. Some of these stories freeze-frame congregational nobility or anxiety, 

framing the past and at times freezing the future.7

Congregants placed their stories in a construct that captured our life together over 

time. Interviews added layers and details. This chapter details our findings from the 

narrative research, including what we learned from our collected archive of Heritage 

history, which incorporated a timeline, a repository of historical artifacts, and a space for 

reflection.

6 Ibid., 81.

7 Susan Beaumont, “Giants and Grasshoppers: Stories that Frame Congregational 
Anxiety,” in Finding Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational Change, ed. 
Larry A. Golemon (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010), 94-95.
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Locating Heritage

During the story collection phase of this project, the varying articulations of the 

story’s narrators intrigued me. People spoke of Heritage theologically as a community of 

people called by God and in the next sentence equated Heritage with the building, or 

programming or a formless “they” of our present life. More intriguing still were the ways 

that these articulations worked together to form the congregation’s expressions of 

ecclesiology. Somehow each story, through the varied modes of telling, told something 

that is true about Heritage. Heritage, in a sense, has been moored to life in another 

congregation in another time and place. Heritage has a healthy pastor, yet the presence of 

former pastors persists “here.” Life at Heritage remains connected to a time when the 

Canton mills were the center of the city, yet “here” the population has doubled in ten 

years and the mills are closed.

Alice Mann calls these stories “place-based;” They give “here” a name.8 These 

accounts are held in common by the community, varying over the years and defining and 

at times redefining what “here” means. Mann writes, “These stories identify—who came 

here first and from where; what used to be here that the community is proud of or pining 

for, what tragedies have occurred here that have marked people’s memories.”9 They 

reveal cultural and religious identity, purpose, and the community and cultural context.

8 Alice Mann, “Placed-Based Narratives: An Entry Point for Ministry to the Soul of a 
Community,” in Finding Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational Change,
ed. Larry A. Golemon (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010), 73.

9 Ibid.
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From the outset of our inquiry, a set of narrative frames emerged. First, the 

fundamentalist takeover of the Southern Baptist convention frames the story of Heritage 

through its local, lived effects. During the early meetings as a discernment team, the first 

moments of realization came from connecting what congregants experienced in the pews 

at First Baptist Canton to the development of Heritage as a church: “I just had no idea 

that this was happening everywhere and to so many people.”10 People were genuinely 

surprised that the movement of fundamentalists was so intentional and so far-reaching. 

Others remembered and were involved in recognizing how the events at First Baptist in 

the 1970s and 1980s at the local level represented a microcosm of larger development in 

Baptist life. Two pastorates in the late 1980s and early 1990s brought heavy-handed 

fundamentalism to a church that was theologically moderate in their views. New plot 

points emerged.

Conversations revealed that the previous minister of First Baptist was heavily 

involved in the formation of the Alliance of Baptists. The church staff and congregation 

generally held moderate stances on theological issues, though these were largely 

unexamined views. To this day, many people believe that First Baptist Canton is a 

moderate church and are surprised at the conservative theological stances of the pastors 

First Baptist calls. The wounds from the fundamentalist experience have shaped Heritage 

in positive and negative ways. Similar to the ways that the Cooperative Baptist

10 Connie Weatherby, Church member, statement in NSPG Meeting, 18 December 
2011, Heritage Baptist Fellowship, Canton. The names of all respondents have been 
changed to pseudonyms to protect their identity.
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Fellowship struggles to articulate a story about its life without rehearsing the bloody

details of its birth, Heritage has struggled to clarify a theological identity, reacting with

suspicion any time leadership is required.

Second, Heritage is framed as a congregation that has experienced pastoral

malfeasance. Pastoral betrayal is difficult to forgive, nearly impossible to forget. During

the late 1980s, a minister at First Baptist Church had multiple relationships with women

in the congregation. This fact was known to some and ignored. The congregation was

largely ignorant of the pastor’s actions. When his activity could be hidden no longer, the

pastor resigned. The people in the congregation knew what happened, yet there was no

public acknowledgment, no confession, no lament, and no repentance. In the story of this

congregation, there was no way for the congregation to name this hurt or speak words of

healing and forgiveness.

This betrayal created a knee-jerk lack of trust for anyone who bears pastoral

authority. This story has framed the life of Heritage in ways that affect us still. One of the

more revealing moments in Heritage’s archive happened during the timeline exercise. As

we were talking through this situation with the church clerk, someone asked how the

church handled this situation. She responded,

We didn’t handle it. We didn’t talk about it at church. Some knew about it. But we 
didn’t talk about it at church. There was so much anger and hurt. I have never 
shared this . . .  But even my [daughter] was approached by that man. Looking 
back I can’t believe it was all just swept under the rug.11

11 Margaret Costly, Church member, statement in Congregational Meeting, 22
January 2012, Heritage Baptist Fellowship, Canton, GA.
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The congregational response was to cover up this act. Leaders quietly asked the pastor to 

leave and not speak about it publicly.

Third, the congregational story is framed contextually by the growing 

suburbanization of Cherokee County. Because the history of Heritage Baptist Fellowship 

is organically connected to the history of First Baptist Canton, its memory of the 

community is largely connected to the days in which the Canton Mill was the center of 

town. Most of the families of Heritage are connected by generations to this community 

and do not represent, for the most part, the large influx of people who have moved into 

the community. This past orientation frames our present situation. Cherokee County has 

more than doubled in the past ten years. The mills that shaped its life are now closed. Life 

has changed from a small manufacturing town to that of a Metroplex suburb in which 

many of the people who live in Cherokee County do not work in Cherokee County.

Over the course of the 2011-2012 cycle of the Christian year, Heritage followed 

specific exercises of reflection that coordinated with each season of the year. The end of 

Year B with its patterns of reflection and celebration led us to the season of Pentecost and 

toward the eighteenth anniversary of the church. We learned a lot about ourselves, our 

personal and family stories, the church, and most of all about the many ways that one 

congregation may choose to story or articulate its life.

In Models o f  the Church, Avery Dulles created a fivefold typology of churches: 

institutional, mystical-communion, sacrament, herald, and servant.12 Dulles notes that this

12 Avery Dulles, Models o f Church (New York: Doubleday, 2002).
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list is not exhaustive and goes on to say “no good ecclesiologist has just one 

ecclesiology.”13 We learned that this church does not, and perhaps no church can, have 

just one ecclesiology. Instead, there are many overlapping expressions of ecclesiology.

Heritage has many models and metaphors to express its lived ecclesiology. Maybe 

it is the nature of life in the Christian community that there is a variety of theological 

experience and expression, not just at the level of personal experience. Local theology 

happens in the dynamic mix of belief, experience, scripture, and tradition. Only inside a 

living active community can one truly see what it means for doctrines to live and become 

embodied in the life of a congregation.

Articulating Origin Stories 

The research revealed a significant difference in the way that members of 

Heritage tell their origin story. Charter members are more likely to tell a story in which 

the members of Heritage represented theological standard bearers who left their previous 

church out of the conviction that women should be equal in the church and that the Bible 

should be interpreted in more than one fashion. This is known as the emic response, a 

term used by cultural anthropologists to describe the perspective of those initiated to the 

rights of the community; They are insiders.14

13 Ibid., 4.

14 Robert J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 
1985), 57.
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One respondent, Margaret Costly, represents the typical telling of the story. She is

a seventy-six year old church clerk, Sunday school teacher, and deacon’s wife. Margaret

wrote the first account of the founding of the church:

On August 9, 1994, a group of 26 adults, youth and children met at Reinhardt 
College to discuss the possibility of forming a new church fellowship. Energized 
by the hope for a church that valued reverence and devotion in worship and 
sustaining the ideals of priesthood of the believer and shared leadership for men 
and women, the group continued to meet and plan for a new church. The result 
was the birth of Heritage Baptist Fellowship.

On September 11,1994, fifty-one people gathered in the auditorium of Reinhardt 
College in Waleska, GA for the first worship time together. Since that time, the 
church family has grown spiritually and in number. God has blessed the 
fellowship with a variety of families, single adults and children, adding to the 
vitality of the church. The individual giftedness and leadership of the people who 
make up Heritage Baptist has built a strong community of love and support.

On May 7, 1997, Heritage broke ground on the building that would become home 
for this church body. Heritage Baptist Fellowship later celebrated their permanent 
dwelling with a dedication service. Since that time, the church has been a 
community of hope and healing, a kinship of shared joys and struggles; a family 
of faith committed to knowing God and making God known throughout Cherokee 
County, the United States and the world.15

Her telling of the story represents how most people tell the story of Heritage, by 

representing early members of Heritage as the theological standard bearers of those who 

left First Baptist when their theology and practice became untenable.

This official history represents the orthodox remnant carrying forth the true faith. 

The etic perspective looks from the vantage point of the outsiders.16 Even though this

15 This history is taken from the congregational archive and originally appeared in the 
first Heritage Church directory.

16 Schreiter, 57.
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story is told by a member of the community, they typically use “they” language to

describe the origin of the church. They typically see past the romance of the story. In this

telling of the origin story of Heritage, power dynamics are recognized. Things changed at

First Baptist, so the people who no longer share the same vision and values of the

congregation left. Their voices were no longer heard, and the positions in the church that

they held were no longer honored. Power had shifted the church’s life had changed; these

people were mad about it. David and Katherine Flock have been members of Heritage for

five years. Their response is:

I think that initially we thought that the church was formed by the theology of the 
people, but I think that we discovered that it was more reactions with another 
church. And so, in a sense, that has defined the church more and we thought. . .  
Because we thought it was a group of people who had certain theological ideas. 
We thought we were getting into a group where we could discuss theological 
issues. It [has] not been the kind of theological environment we [thought.] We 
expected that the breakaway from First Baptist was motivated by doctrinal and 
theological or intellectual differences and it turns out [it] had more to do with a 
loss o f influence in leadership roles within the church. It proved to be a little 
disappointing. We had misread the reason for the existence of the church. We 
realized that after the first few months . . .  it [had] less to do with theology or 
doctrine and more to do with organizational life and leadership.17

Jonathan Kiln represents a second-generation telling of the Heritage origin story.

Jonathan is the child of one of the charter members who grew up in the church’s youth 

group. He had many formative experiences during the beginning of this church. For 

Jonathan, Heritage Baptist Fellowship started because “everybody got kind of fed up with 

the First Baptist Church because it got so big. It just got so big, and they just wanted a

17 David Flock, Church member, interview by author, 27 July 2012, Canton, GA.
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community church . . .  a small church that’s got what we like.”18 Jonathan’s articulation 

of the Heritage story represents the trend among the second generation of those members 

who created Heritage Baptist Fellowship.

There has been a lack of transmission of the same endemic values present in the 

adult charter members to their children. In addition to Jonathan, many of the second- 

generation charter members may name dissatisfaction with the previous congregation but 

may not be able to articulate any theological reason behind their parents’ leaving their 

home church. Many in the second generation of Heritage members, those who grew up in 

the youth group at Heritage, now attend churches whose theological convictions differ 

from that of their parents’ convictional liberal stance.

By telling and retelling the stories of Heritage Baptist Fellowship, exploring 

church records and minutes, and conducting hours of personal interviews, we 

investigated the signs, symbols, and sacred cows of the community. By placing this 

experience on a timeline for the archive, we realized just how diverse, and at times 

divergent, our views of ecclesiology have been. Taken together, this cultural display 

reveals a set of “semiotic domains.” Robert Schreiter defines “semiotic domain” as an 

“assemblage of cultural texts relating to one set of activities and culture, which are 

organized together by a single set of messages and metaphoric signs.”19 This exercise, 

perhaps more than any other, helped us realize that we are unaware of the way that

18 Jonathan Kiln, Church member, interview by author, 17 July 2012, Canton, GA

19 Schreiter, 69.
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history is formed and the structures of thought that have continued to shape our 

perceptions.

Setting the Story of Heritage 

Perhaps one would agree with David Wilhite and Matt Jensen when they write 

that constructing a definition of the church, or in this case a church, “has usually been 

undertaken by way of analogy, by what the church is like.”20 These discrete stories are a 

part of a larger sign-system operating at Heritage. In our processing of the data generated, 

metaphor and image capture the functional narrative unit. Congregational culture can be 

seen as a series of linking semiotic domains each described by a central metaphor that 

links a coherent system of signs or stories into an intelligible worldview. Schreiter 

explains, “the root metaphor of the dominant semiotic domain often provides the major 

linkage between the sign systems of culture. They become the language ‘which everyone 

understands.’”21 As we investigated the culture of Heritage and collected stories, artifacts, 

and other cultural texts, certain domains began to emerge. As our strategic planning team 

grouped the disparate pieces of the Heritage story from interviews, conversations, 

timelines, and observations, certain themes emerged. We articulated these themes as 

metaphors that shaped our church’s life over the course of its history. We learned that in 

those first few years as a fledgling community, we acted out of a sense of fearful faith and 

also a sense of fearless faithfulness. These impulses were captured on sticky notes on our

20 David Wilhite and Matt Jensen, The Church: A Guide for the Perplexed (New York: 
T&T Clark, 2010), 16-17.

21 Schreiter, 119.
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timeline, in conversation around the tables. Taken together these incidents, 

remembrances, and stories began to cohere into themes.

The NSPG came to describe these as a series of images that have operated at 

Heritage with varying levels of influence. Take, for example, two such images that 

capture stories that talk about fearlessness or faithfulness. These operative metaphors 

shape the church’s story: a “hidden haven” for the hurting and “an open horizon” of 

fearless explorers embarking on a new journey.

In Doing Church, Aubrey Malphurs argues that pastors need to understand a 

congregation’s hermeneutic for ministry.22 He uses a direct exegetical approach to 

determine a community’s ecclesiology. He points out a distinction between a 

congregations de jure theology and their de facto theology, which is often more 

determinative of their life and practice. These preferred representations form a dialectic 

that further nuances these images, metaphors or, to use the language of cultural 

anthropology, semiotic domains. Malphurs contends that a closer look reveals another 

level. How congregations define themselves also has a positive or negative hermeneutic. 

What kind of community are we to emulate, what kind of community are we to define 

ourselves against?

The real question a pastor must answer is which image will be normative and at 

what time. Will it be official story or unofficial, will it bear a positive or negative 

hermeneutic, will it be externally or internally focused? These metaphors represent our

22 Aubrey Malphurs, Doing Church: A Biblical Guide fo r  Leading Ministries Through 
Change (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1999), 63-69.
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attempts to begin to map the semantic fields at Heritage. The signs are not exhaustive. 

Given the rich history of any community, there are a multitude of symbols at work in the 

way a congregation operates. These images are constructs that exist in the history of 

Heritage; their operation is fluid and human. The utility of the images changes based on 

circumstance. Robert Schreiter notes, “Because of the binary nature of many signs, 

depending on constructive elements, it is not unusual for [a] sign to reverse itself in a 

situation of change.”23 What was good becomes bad, was dominant becomes recessive. 

These operative images change based on circumstance, the personal maturity of the 

image holder, the passing of time, and influx of new members of the community. They 

influence life in a community or culture for a season and remain ever present in the 

recesses of congregational imagination.

The archive, with the timeline as its centerpiece, was the most generative 

experience for the congregation, the NSPG, and for me as a pastor and researcher. The 

display grew from a forty-foot-by-four-foot blank canvas to a kind of dialogue partner for 

our team. Questions about the life of our congregation could be analyzed. By setting the 

plot lines of the congregation’s history, we were able connect the episodes of our church’s 

life and sketch the contours of the symbols and sacred canopies that have sheltered our 

common life. By asking not just what happened, but why, patterns of behavior emerged; 

certain episodes seemed to echo throughout our history. We identified a number of 

images that capture the essence of these patterns. The following images that account for

23 Schreiter, 73.
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many of the operative narratives discovered through our archive, timeline, and related 

interviews and conversations. Once the team had processed our findings from the 

timeline, we named some of these operative images. One of the members of the NSPG 

sat down in front of the timeline, which now sprawled like a messy mural across the 

fellowship hall, and composed a new version of our congregational history, one that 

reflected what we had learned about ourselves. As we did this, we began to articulate a 

new telling of this phase of our church’s life. This articulation began with a fresh telling 

of the history of Heritage. As Gerard Loughlin puts it, “We are embedded in language, as 

language in us. There is a reciprocal relation between story and storyteller. As I recount 

my life story, my story produces the ‘I’ which recounts it. I tell the story by which I’m 

told.”24 By retelling the story after a season of honest confession, we create the 

opportunity to write a new chapter of the Heritage story. This new history is split into 

three parts and divided by some of the images that the NSPG noted through the process. 

This is a new composition of the history of Heritage, authored by a member of the NSPG. 

This new retelling of the history of Heritage begins each of the thematic sections that 

follow.

(Re)telling Our Story Part 1: The Reinhardt Years

In the 1980s, First Baptist Canton experienced a shift in theology after the 
departure of Randall Perry, a beloved moderate pastor. The next pastoral tenure 
brought with it the influences of the larger cultural shift in Baptist life. The role of 
women in the church became an issue. This pastorate ended in controversy. The

24 Gerard Loughlin, Telling God’s Story: Bible, Church and Narrative Theology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 18.
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Bowman pastorate completed the shift in Baptist life with full effect at FBC. 
Women’s roles, the reading of scripture and increasingly fundamentalist theology 
and practice marked this time period. Concerned Baptists began to leave FBC. 
Responding to changes at FBC, a group of Baptists identified options; leave that 
church, ignore/deny, complain, or try to outnumber/overpower. The decision was 
made to select the leave option and plant a new congregation. Regular services 
were held at Reinhardt College. Property was purchased and facility built. B.J. 
Dopplebock was hired as bi-vocational pastor. Early congregational responses 
lead to the sense of this new work becoming a “haven”; a haven for those who 
have been hurt, those who need to “come home”; a haven for healing and 
mending and hope for the future. At the same time a reactionary mode continued 
giving root to the need for control. A juxtaposed sense of fearfulness (because of 
the past) along with a sense of fearlessness (allowing for creativity in planning 
and worship) was present.25

In the early years of Heritage, the community reacted against the previous community 

preserving what they saw as its essence, while at the same time creating something new.

A Hidden Haven: a safe place

Heritage as a “Hidden Haven” for the hurting was the image here. Heritage also 

seemed to live into the sense of fearful faith about their life and future. In this sense, 

Heritage made decisions as if they were a hidden haven for those who are hurting. The 

church building embodies the image of a hidden haven. David Flock, a church architect 

by profession, noted how the placement of the building itself puts Heritage away from a 

major highway and literally hidden by a grove of trees. People from other congregations, 

who had also been hurt by negative experiences, began to join this haven.

Congregants told stories of a liberating exodus, from First Baptist, alongside 

stories that names exile, exclusion, and loss. Some members are crying still. They tell

25 Karen Rifle, Church member, A History o f  Heritage, July 2012,Canton, GA.
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stories of lament and loss. Participant observation reveals that some members joined 

Heritage not because of theological unrest in their church, but because of closed

mindedness toward people who are divorced. Heritage was haven for these people.

This image persists in the congregational imagination. During the interviews, one 

respondent was asked, “What kind of story is the story of Heritage? What is a story you 

would tell about Heritage?” Her response was, “I would tell the story of Ice Night. That’s 

Heritage.’̂ 6 Living into this image, the respondent told a story about how one icy night in 

December, the church remained open during an ice storm in which traffic blocked all 

roads. Heritage welcomed about a hundred strangers from the road, fed them a leftover 

meal, and let them stay the night on the sanctuary floor through the storm. For many, that 

story, which happened two years ago, has always been the story of Heritage and will 

always be the story of Heritage.

An Open Horizon: a pioneer community

“Free at last, free at last, thank God Almighty I’m free at last,” were the words 

uttered by Ned Crandon, a former minister at First Baptist and central lay leader at 

Heritage.27 He tells the story of the early years with a sense of overwhelming freedom. 

There was freedom from the denominational structures that burdened his life as a 

Minister of Education. In the collected interviews, congregants tell stories of call and 

response. They tell stories of risk, scarcity, and providence. As a new community, they

26 Sue Smith, Church member, interview by author, 24 July 2012, Waleska, GA.

27 Ned Crandon, Church member, NSPG meeting, 16 February 2012, Heritage Baptist 
Fellowship, Canton.
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met on a Saturday in 1994 with nothing. By Sunday, they had four committees and a 

Sunday School for babies, toddlers, and adults. They tell stories of innovation, such as 

their first experience with doing communion by intinction on the first Christmas Eve 

together. Because they did not have formal communion service-ware, they borrowed a 

paten and chalice from the nearby Methodist church and were open to experiencing a new 

way of communion. Heritage lived into this sense of freedom, not only carrying forth 

those theological convictions that they held but expanding their practice. While at First 

Baptist, the role of women in the home and women teaching Sunday school were 

restricted using the language of male headship. At Heritage not only were marital 

relationships spoken of in egalitarian ways, but education was addressed with mixed 

genders. Heritage took the bold step forward to elect female deacons and to support 

female seminarians and ordain female ministers.

The Faithful Remnant o f  Old First Baptist

In one of my first weeks as pastor, I read “This is the day that the Lord has made” 

as a call to worship. I was told by a congregant after the service that he was surprised to 

hear that Psalm in worship because “There are some things we don’t read here.” He 

explained the reason for omitting that particular Psalm: that was the call to worship each 

Sunday at First Baptist. Similarly, my suggestion during a worship committee meeting to 

add paraments in the sanctuary was met with the response, “We don’t do banners; they 

had banners at First Baptist.” In the interview with David Flock, upon recounting the 

stories of “not First Baptist” that he had experienced, he quipped, “I am surprised we
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have indoor plumbing here, because I’m quite sure they had running water at First 

Baptist.”28

These stories reveal the negative hermeneutic at work at Heritage. Restoration and 

rejection were at work in the narrative o f Heritage. Heritage tried to rebuild what they 

considered the “old” First Baptist Church. Examples include the insistence for the 

sanctuary to look like a traditional brick church building. Heritage institutionalized 

reactions against former church practice. At First Baptist, the newsletter was called the 

Herald. Reacting to this name change at First Baptist, which upset many Heritage charter 

members, the Heritage newsletter was named the “Heritage Herald.” Similarly, one story 

of reaction to change at Heritage involves the introduction of ministry teams and 

streamlining committees. A charter member stood up in a business meeting in September 

2007 to declare, “This sounds like what we had at First Baptist. If it is, then I don’t want 

to have anything to do with it. We have experienced life at a church like that and I don’t 

want to have anything to do with it.” The NSPG committee, upon recalling this stoiy, 

noted that this was an example of the tendency o f Heritage towards replication and 

rejection of First Baptist. This challenged some members to reframe their assumptions.

This is a clear example of a narrative of concern: the use of old frameworks to 

define present action. New members, who never experienced this part of the story, have 

challenged this provincial definition rooted in the past. Challenging this image is the 

sense that a dichotomy between Heritage and First Baptist does not exist in the present.

28 David Flock, Church member, interview by author, 27 July 2012,Canton, GA.
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That church is gone. First Baptist itself has changed pastors, leaders, and locations. 

Continuing to live as if a past “they” exists as a nemesis is increasingly ridiculous. We 

learned just how much “here” has changed. By recognizing our tendency to view our 

present life by a vision of First Baptist rooted in the past, we realized that this also 

affected our ability to see the community clearly as a metro-suburb and not rural north 

Georgia mill town and the congregation as descendants of the mill parish.
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This story no longer fits our present experience. A scatter map of our membership reveals

that we are more than just a group of people centered on an old downtown church. The

membership at Heritage drives from across the county. Membership is based less on

history or geography, then unique identity and theology.

A Different Kind o f Baptist:

Heritage slowly embraced being a different kind of Baptist. Bold decisions were

made in the early years. Heritage supported McAfee School of Theology as a founding

congregation. While technically dually aligned with the Southern Baptist Convention

until 2001, the very name Heritage Baptist Fellowship shows a connection to the

Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, indicative of a particular kind of Baptist in the Canton

community.29 Heritage’s identity grew as an open and welcoming church.

(Re)telling Our Story Part 2: Constructing Community

A look at the second half of the history written by the NSPG describes the

community that was constructed alongside the building that they built.

A need arises to balance the creativity with concomitant criticism. There is heavy 
focus on the process of building and maintaining the facility. As the congregation 
works towards reaching the realization of creative works, the time has come to set 
new goals; there is a “now what” aura around congregational decision-making. 
Decision is made to leave the SBC. The family-like environment continues but 
conflict arises causing uneasy feelings in the family. Lay leadership is a topic for 
discussion with growth of the congregation and related to a bi-vocational pastor 
who retires in 2004.30

The relational infrastructure of the congregation needed attention and expansion.

29 Records indicate that Heritage contributed $100.00 annually to the SBC until 2001.

30 Karen Rifle, Church member, A History o f  Heritage, July 2012, Canton, GA.
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This Church is Our Church

There was a move from haven to house. Decisions during this season of Heritage 

were made as a committee of the whole; every member felt they had a say in the life and 

work of the church. This openness created a strong sense of ownership by the people in 

the pews and nurtured a theological conviction that every member had a ministry. Two 

stories define this image of housebuilding. In most of the interviews of charter members, 

the story of communion in the frame of the new building, at the outset of its construction, 

was told. At the church anniversary in 1999, the congregants gathered in the frame of 

what would become the building for worship. They stood and took communion, led by 

Ned Crandon. This was described by most of the charter members, and named on the 

timeline archive, as a powerful moment for the church.

Another story frequently told to recount how they built the church themselves 

describes the preparations for the first wedding at Heritage. Before the building was 

completed, the wedding of a charter member was to be held. Nearly every charter 

member worked tirelessly to prepare the building; each person can recount which part of 

the wall they painted. The paint was still wet as the bride walked the aisle.

These two stories reveal the most frequently revealed narrative at Heritage. Many 

members, particularly those who are older, named fellowship as the reason they began 

attending Heritage and fellowship as the reason they stayed at the church. This is in 

contrast to newer members who named a sense of progressive ideology as the reason they 

came and stayed at Heritage.
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This Church (Building) is our Church

Even as Heritage was growing a new sense of Baptist identity, many were 

locating meaning in the physical location of the building. They tell powerful stories about 

a group of sixty people signing up, with their mortgages as collateral, to secure the 

construction loan. They tell stories of taking turns sleeping on-site to protect the tools 

overnight. One church member complained that so many trees were clear-cut for the 

construction of the building, so he created wainscoting that lines the fellowship hall from 

the wood on the property. For many, this is as sacred a space as the sanctuary. The 

process of constructing the building became the mission of the church, and for many 

remained the mission of the church after they inhabited the building. Church records 

reveal major congregational conflict in the early years of inhabiting the building. Church 

minutes and personal letters between members reveal months o f meetings about building 

use procedures and wedding policies. The costs of hosting weddings began to be a central 

issue of discussion. During this time period, the means of ministry has been confused 

with ministry itself. (The graph located on the following page may shed light on this time 

period.) During the first six years of life, Heritage doubled in membership. During the 

next six years, the growth curve flattens. This flattening of the curve correlates to many 

of the stories related to the image of mission maintenance and also records of church 

conflict over various items related to building use. There seems to be a correlative for this 

type of focus when one compares this to the net growth per year.
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Net Membership Over Time
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Figure 3. Annual Net Growth Curve

This Church is a Part o f  THE Church

An operative narrative at Heritage Baptist Fellowship has been ecumenism. 

Minutes from the early organizational meetings show an emphasis on hospitality and 

cooperation with area churches. A similar reaction turned into ethos was Heritage’s 

emphasis on hospitality. Hospitality was bome out of rejection; these charter members 

had been rejected at First Baptist for differing beliefs. They decided that hospitality 

would be important in this new community. The church adopted an open baptismal policy 

that welcomed all baptized Christians into membership without rebaptism. The use o f the 

church year in worship, including an Ash Wednesday service, made Heritage a unique
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Baptist congregation in the area and created opportunities for ecumenical worship 

throughout the year.

A “Lay-Led ” Church

One of the most interesting pieces of discourse discovered in the study is found in 

the relationship between clergy and laity. Whereas in the former church they experienced 

a dictatorial pastor, the pastor’s role at Heritage was limited to “spiritual leader.” The 

discernment of new deacons had become an issue with their previous church. What we 

found by examining our Constitution as an artifact was that this elaborate process of 

electing a deacon was bereft of any discernment. Heritage had reacted to that narrative by 

instituting only a simple democratic vote, ensuring the will of the people, if not the most 

discerning candidate.

While it is true that decision-making in the church was an open and shared 

process for all, this made leadership decisions cumbersome. The church, from its first 

days, expressed the conviction that there should be nothing akin to a church council. This 

created a culture of separate and independent committees acting independently of each 

other and only sometimes with each other.

While democratized, actions were also individualized. The Reformation doctrine 

of the Believer’s Priesthood was further individualized at Heritage. The church’s reaction 

to having pastors who had hurt them led the church to move forward under the motto, 

“This is a lay-led church.” On one hand, this meant that every member had space for their 

ministry gifts to be put to work. On the other hand, the role of pastor was subdued to
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include “spiritual leader” only. In an artifact from the archive, a picture of the whole 

congregation was found. The congregation was gathered around four individuals who 

were seated: the pastor, B.J. Dopplebock, and his wife; and Ned Crandon and his wife. 

This artifact serves as a symbol of the roles at Heritage. The pastor served in areas of 

preaching and pastoral care. Much of the congregational leadership, administration and 

organizational life of Heritage was handled by the laity of this “lay-led church.” The 

founding member of the church, Ned Crandon, was viewed by the congregation as laity, 

even though he was an ordained minister. Carrying out ministry between this laity and 

pastor system worked well until Ned Crandon moved to another city in 2001. This 

preference for “lay leadership” and “pastoral service” was revealed in an artifact in our 

repository, the notes from a former church constitution rewrite. An interesting example of 

the persistence of this image was found in our archive documents. In 2004, a 

constitutional revision committee removed the word “pastor” from many leadership 

activities. A handwritten margin note read, “If we are a lay led church, why would we 

ever need a pastor to call a meeting?”

During Crandon’s absence a power vacuum was created, complicated by the 

narrative of “lay leadership.” Specific lay leaders consolidated power and influence over 

administration. As a shared leadership model emerged once a full-time pastor was hired, 

conflict resulted. Heritage experienced a couple of years of conflict, after which a new 

phrase began to shape the leadership structure. Rather than claiming to be a “lay-led” 

church, we worked to name a new relationship between clergy and laity at Heritage,
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adopting a new narrative in claiming to be a “Christ-led” church. This shifted the focus 

from an adversarial relationship between the role of clergy and laity.

As the NSPG examined the archive and collected stories, we represented our 

findings through themes in worship. I included a series that focused on the confession of 

some of these operative images. The title was “Confessions: a Baptist Apology.” During 

this series, I presented initial findings of these images thematically. Some examples 

included a sermon titled “Enough about me, what do you think about me,” which dealt 

with the individualism that led to ministries being thought of as personal domains. This 

was an opportunity to reflect back to the congregation and challenge them regarding 

some of the narratives of concern we discovered. Themes on Sunday morning introduced 

language and concepts that reflected our understanding of these images in a natural 

setting in the course of worship.

(Re)telling Our Story Part 3: Our Recent History

Having responded to the congregation’s needs and calling a full-time pastor, there 
are decisions made about the role of the pastor in the congregation. A 
congregational mind of local missions begins to develop in real time. The 
congregation responds to community needs. Favorable support towards becoming 
a beacon in the community. A strong feeling of openness is present. Concern 
begins to grow related to programming within the church. Questions arise; e.g., 
what is the strength of activities for children?; is there a true sense of all activities 
being open to all members (and “outsiders” as well). Some young families begin 
to look to other churches to meet the needs of their children. Facility continues to 
cause concern; e.g., use of space for church programs, parking space, visibility of 
facility to the community, expansion of physical plant. Because of the growth of 
communal decision-making during this period, issues are defined and discussed
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by the Strategic Planning Group which has developed an understanding of church 
needs and will respond to those needs.31

Naming these operative narratives/images does not rob them of their influence. Even 

during the process of this study, there were a number of moments where Heritage lived in 

one or more of these modes. One notable exchange took place during the weeks of 

conversation surrounding the strategic plan (detailed in chapter five). One Heritage 

charter member grew annoyed at a new member using the term “we” as he offered 

realistic expectations about the prospects of a small church taking on the additional debt, 

saying, “I mean, we can’t just go out and do that.” The older church member stood up in 

the meeting and told the new member, “I don’t like that word, ‘can’t.’ Listen, when we 

built this church . . . ” He continued to make his point, but the weight of that phrase 

instantly named insiders and outsiders to our church’s past and future mission. This 

researcher wonders if it was not the word “we” that the older member really hated.

Worldview Inventory as a Correlative Test 

In an effort to test the validity of these images, a pre-project survey instrument 

was employed to act as a correlative device. This worldview test contains twenty-seven 

questions and a brief demographic sheet. While this was the first exercise of data 

collection completed on January 22, 2012, this correlative device was not analyzed until 

after the completion of the project, thus creating a valuable correlative for the validity of 

our qualitative descriptions.

31 Karen Rifle, Church member, A History o f  Heritage, July 2012,Canton, GA.
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Survey Participants

Fifty-four people participated in the archive and survey on January 22, 2012. 

Forty-three respondents returned completed surveys. One respondent returned a complete 

survey with multiple answers for nearly every question, thereby invalidating the survey. 

Six respondents left before the survey was returned and four respondents decided not to 

participate in the survey.

Generally speaking, the demographics of the survey respondents bore out the 

larger statistics of our congregation with a preponderance of senior adults and majority of 

women. Forty-three percent of respondents were over the age of sixty-five. Thirty-five 

percent of respondents were between forty-nine and sixty-four. Twenty-three percent of 

respondents were under the age of forty-nine. Sixty-four percent of respondents were 

female, and thirty-six percent of respondents were male.

Sixty-six percent o f respondents were married, with thirteen percent of 

respondents either divorced or widowed, and one respondent was single. In terms of 

professional background, notably, the highest response when asked of profession was 

education. Three-fourths of respondents were Baptist in their formative years. Sixty-four 

percent of respondents have served in some leadership capacity at Heritage.

Half of all of respondents have been a part of the congregation since its inception 

in 1994. Only seven percent of respondents joined the congregation during the early years 

in the new building. Thirty-seven of respondents have joined Heritage in the past eight 

years.
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Defining Congregational Genre

Hopewell contends that the semiotic study of culture in general and the results of 

ethnography in particular are not “properly conveyed in quantitative measures.” This 

study, however, mirrors his uses of quantitative analysis as a confirmatory device, 

“offering confirmation of the belief pattern previously noted through participant 

observation and guided ethnographic interview.32 According to Hopewell, qualitative, 

ethnographic research methods allow researchers to get at the ascribed meaning of lived 

experience and therefore examine the life of congregations more “adequately and 

accurately.”33 Hopewell’s instrument places respondents in one of four worldview 

categories: charismatic, empiric, gnostic and canonic. These categories correspond to 

Frye’s literary categories: romance, irony, comedy, and tragedy.34 (They are further 

defined below.) Hopewell notes “worldview indicates the universe that the group 

constructs.”35 This inventory tries to capture the community’s “perceptions and 

suspicions about what’s happening in life.”36 Understanding the congregation’s view of 

the world in this way provides quantitative correlation for the collection of images 

constructed by the NSPG through narrative research and analysis and provides a mirror

32 Hopewell, 87.

33 Ibid.

341 find Hopewell’s renaming of Frye’s categories needlessly confusing. Charismatic 
is too easily confused with the Pentecostal movement and Gnostic with the historic 
second and third century heresy. For that reason I will use Frye’s categories.

35 Ibid., 56.

36 Ibid.
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for the retelling of the Heritage history. Each of these genres forms two couplets of polar 

opposites. By placing them on an axis, the respective scores for each worldview may be 

located on a graph.
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Figure 4. Hopewell Worldview Inventory Scatter Map

Thirty-six of forty-three surveys tested within the category of romance.37 An 

overwhelming majority of those tested have a romantic sense of the world. Adventure 

marks the narrative features of this genre. The romantic moves from uniformity towards

37 Hopewell, 70-71. The general description of each genre is based on the chart, 
“World View Categories.”
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endless variation. Theologically, signs of divine providence mark this quest. Blessings are

everywhere; Romantics take note along the way. A romantic story begins in weakness,

but through endurance one tarries until a sense of empowerment manifests itself. The

social world of the romantic begins in conventionality until a gift or grace is discovered

which leads to transformation. For Hopewell, in romantic stories:

The hero or heroine leaves familiar surroundings and embarks on a dangerous 
journey in which strange things happen but priceless award is gained. Good and 
evil are sharply delineated in romance, protagonist and antagonist clearly 
displayed. The charismatic understanding of the world beckons one to leave 
behind domestic religious routine and wholeheartedly yield the promise of God’s 
healing love.38

A high degree of correlation exists between plot and themes developed by our NSPG and 

Hopewell’s description of the romantic or charismatic genre, providing correlation and 

validation to our judgments. Heritage sees itself as a pioneer community with the open 

horizon ahead of them and a corrupt community behind them. Heritage stories mark this 

same sense of adventure: the surprise of providence, and the discovery of personal gifts 

used to bless a pilgrim community. But the story of Heritage is more complex than just 

this one orientation towards adventure.

Heritage as Tragic Romance

Within the romantic genre (charismatic) respondents are further demarcated by 

their adjoining genre, either comedy or tragedy. Twenty surveys tested as tragic

38 Ibid., 59.
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romance.39 The romantic bent of the setting of Heritage is tempered by tragedy. While 

romantic narratives envision a future “as it should be,” they find their balance in tragic 

tales that accept the world exactly as it is. Sacrifice marks tragic narratives, which move 

from unity toward subordination. Personal stories name vice that leads to surrender and 

justification built upon an acceptance of God’s authoritative word. Larry Golemon 

describes this tragic orientation as “hero centered drama of promise, struggle, and failure 

that forces a community back on authoritative, canonic interpretation of divine will.”40 

The story of Heritage when framed by tragedy sets Heritage as the faithful 

minority struggling to maintain a righteous witness. Tragic stories in congregations move 

in motions by Roberts Rules of Order with the red-letter righteousness of a King James 

Bible. Tragic stories move towards subordination, but in the case of Heritage it is 

subordination to the will of the people, a community built by us for us. Tragedies “lead to 

an epiphany of the law,” which at Heritage is the rule of the self.41 Thankfully, this 

tendency is tempered by the more dominant orientation towards romance.

39 Most stories blend two adjoining genres and are therefore edified by such double 
terms as comic ironies, tragic romances, or romantic tragedies. Only the combinations of 
polar opposite: comedy and tragedy, and romance and irony are structurally impossible.

40 Larry A. Golemon, “Thinking Through Change: Narrative Theory and Models of 
Transformation,” in Finding Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational
Change, ed. Larry A. Golemon (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010), 2.

41 Ibid., 79.
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Heritage As Romantic Comedy

Sixteen respondents tested as Romantic Comedy. In comic stories “people are 

certain everything will work out, based on an intuitive, gnostic sense of hidden harmony 

that they must discover.”42 Comedy is marked by an intuitive sense of the world and a 

rejection of authoritative structures of the tragic view.43 Comedy, according to Hopewell, 

“projects a world that ultimately integrates seemingly antithetical elements. Its direction 

opposes the disintegrative course of tragedy; it moves from problem to solution.”44 

Intuition and wisdom mark this comic sense when life results in an accidental, surprising 

twist that the world is as it should be. Resolution in comic narratives sounds a lot like 

Heritage’s romantic sense of divine providence bound to a Zen-like understanding that all 

will be well at the end of the journey. Heritage abides. Comic faith believes in a 

trustworthy cosmos in which everything will work itself out, no matter what arises.45 

Heritage as a Tragic Irony

Only seven surveys tested as irony. Six of the seven were tragic irony. One single 

survey tested as ironic comedy. Hopewell defines the ironic (empiric) orientation as 

“reliance upon data objectively verifiable through one’s own five senses.” In ironic 

stories, repeatedly worthy persons come to naught and what seem to be good plans go 

sour. Irony “accepts reality as it is in all its contradictions, relying on empirical, verifiable

42 Ibid.

43 Ibid., 72.

44 Ibid., 58.

45 Hopewell, 70-72.
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data.”46 Though it would be impossible to know given the blind design of the survey 

process, it would be interesting to know if interview respondents who noted the power 

dynamics of the Heritage origin story tested in this field. Heritage does not tell tragically 

ironic narratives or ironically comedic tales. In terms of congregational averages, there 

exists a high correlation between the themes that the NSPG articulated and Hopewell’s 

two dominant pairings.

Different Narrators Emerge 

When these numbers are broken down by age range, an interesting difference in 

the way the various groups at Heritage see the world is revealed. Members younger than 

sixty-five constitute the majority o f respondents in the category of tragic romance. 

Members older than forty-nine account for the majority of respondents that make up the 

romantic comedy. This is surprising. This researcher would have expected the opposite 

trends with older members assuming a tragic and not comic persuasion. An insight from 

James Fowler’s Stages o f  Faith might explain this trend.47 Fowler describes how as 

people mature in faith they are more able to hold paradox in tension and trend toward a 

universalizing faith. Could this account for the trend of seniors possessing a comic 

worldview? Though Fowler’s categories are not tied to age, the trend of seniors and a 

comic worldview could demonstrate a maturity of faith that claims a future hope beyond

46 Golemon, 4-5.

47 Fowler’s work provides insight into demographic differences. See James Fowler, 
Stages o f Faith: The Psychology o f  Human Development and the Quest fo r  Meaning 
(New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1981).
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Figure 5. Hopewell Worldview Inventory by Survey Age Range

present circumstance, a dialectic present in Fowler’s “conjunctive faith.” Could it be that 

Fowler’s fifth stage might have comic/gnostic parallels? The dialectical nature of the
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conjunctive faith stage lends itself to a comic worldview. Such faith is “alive to paradox 

and the truth in apparent contradictions.”48

The Results

The results in this inventory echo the functions of Max Weber’s “webs of 

significance” or Berger’s “sacred canopy.” This worldview instrument is designed to 

capture the setting upon which congregational culture takes place. Worldviews “reflect 

and give a focus to group experience, providing a map within which words and actions 

make sense.”49 Setting and story come together. Like the narrative images that we 

inscribed, what is expressed about the world of the church is “idiomatic, responsive to a 

particular pattern of language and expresses a particular setting.”50 The particular history 

of the congregation provides apt example of the reflexivity of narrative and practice. 

Research must press beyond mere correlation of findings and method. Elizabeth Bruce 

names this liberative effect of telling one’s story: “There is the emancipating effect of 

authoring one’s ethical action based on naming and owning one’s moral perspectives and 

claiming one’s voice.”51 By parsing out the various congregational stories, the 

congregation is in a position to evaluate these often unexamined taken for granted

48 Ibid., 198.

49 Ibid

50 Ibid.

51 Elizabeth Bruce, “Narrative Inquiry: A Spiritual and Liberating Approach to Research,” in 
Religious Education, Vol. 103, No. 3 (Summer 2008): 335.
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elements of identity and ask: Is this really who we wish to be? Is this really what we are 

called to do? Testimony is liberation.

Narrative inquiry at Heritage has yielded useful images through which to 

understand the culture of Heritage Baptist. These images derived from narrative/semiotic 

study of congregation’s life and history have been validated by a representative group of 

the congregation through the research design, collection, and analysis process. These 

images show a positive correlation to James Hopewell’s worldview instrument. In the 

categories that Hopewell’s test identifies, there are marked parallels in the way Heritage 

has historically told their stories and in the narrative themes articulated in the study. This 

positive correlation means that the story we have told about the stories of Heritage shows 

a degree of qualitative verification. The qualitative model has quantitative correlation. 

Besides proving a positive correlation, this experience has been positive for the pastor 

and congregation.



CHAPTER FIVE 

THE REST OF THE STORY: LEARNINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

The practice of lectio divina has led many pilgrims to discover meaning and 

discern purpose in life. Learners led by the practice of the divine reading move through 

four movements: lectio, meditatio, oratio, and qontemplatio. This repetitive cycle of 

reading the text requires first a pre-reflective stance: The text is first simply read, words 

are spoken and experienced. Proceeding from the primary experience of reading comes 

meditatio, a reflection upon the spoken words. Only after experience and reflection do the 

prayerful offer words shaped by meditation in oratio. Finally the cycle ends with the 

contemplatio. as the prayer asks, “What would God have me do and who would God 

have me be?”

Lectio Congregatio 

This project interpreted the living document of the congregation at Heritage 

Baptist Fellowship. This thesis engaged in a form of lectio congregatio, a reading of the 

congregation. Through a thorough process of reading the congregation, seeking to 

interpret its life, offering confession, and witness, we now seek to contemplate what God 

would have us do and who God would have us be based on our experiences. Building off 

of the findings of the previous chapter, this chapter details our experience of collecting 

narrative images through narrative inquiry, reflects on the therapeutic and analytic value
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of narrative work in congregations, and articulates implications of the research project at 

Heritage and upon me as a pastor.

Meditatio Congregatio 

The experience of working with and through the narratives of the congregation 

that form its basic perception of life and ministry proved to be powerful for the 

congregation and the researcher. Working through the world created by these words was a 

humbling experience in pastoral care. The act of acknowledging past hurts openly 

functioned as a kind of congregational confession.

The promise of this kind of work lies in its concurrent therapeutic function. In the 

telling of stories, we learned something about the congregation and created the 

opportunity for the congregation to name its life in a different way. Elizabeth Bruce states 

this well, “Narrative inquiry is both a procedure for qualitative research and a means of 

reading and understanding the significance of research participants’ narrative histories.” 1 

Using key concepts of narrative therapy, we were able to confess some of the “problem- 

saturated” stories of Heritage. By holding these narratives up for communal critique, 

these images were externalized, allowing members to create distance between these 

problematic narratives and their persistent influence.

As 2012 was a year of introspection and examination at Heritage Baptist 

Fellowship, this narrative inquiry made our congregation more aware of themselves and 

their community. The NSPG held a retreat on August 3-4, 2012, to summarize our

1 Elizabeth Bruce, “Narrative Inquiry: A Spiritual And Liberating Approach To Research,” in 
Religious Education, Vol. 103, No. 3 (Summer 2008): 323.
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findings and articulate a new vision for the ethos of our congregation’s vision and values 

based upon what we learned about ourselves. The NSPG drafted a set of value statements 

for each area of the life of Heritage based on our process of appreciative inquiry. These 

values statements articulate the preferred ethos from an area and then seek to name the 

particular way that Heritage engages in each area. The following paragraphs synthesize 

the vision and values of the completed strategic plan.

We believe that the mission of the Church should be integrated into every 

program and ministry of the congregation. What follows reflects the commitments and 

convictions of our membership as well as the collective calling of the Church to be the 

presence of Christ and live under the leadership of the Holy Spirit. Faithful congregations 

worship God, make disciples, serve others, practice stewardship, offer care, experience 

fellowship, and extend hospitality. These vision statements form our understanding of 

how we are called to love God and our neighbors with our heads, our hearts, and our 

hands.

Worship at Heritage: Gathering to Remember and Participate in the Telling o f God’s Story

Rather than telling the story of a former church by what we omit, or doing 

liturgies because we have always done them, Heritage names that worship means telling 

God’s story in a way that is Baptist by tradition and ecumenical in outlook. Our 

conviction is that we participate in worship in a way that is engaging, passionate, 

thoughtful, and expressive. Through these worship values, we commit ourselves to the 

worship of God with dedication and devotion. Worship values include naming God as the
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audience of worship. We value intentional, reflective sacred space in which to worship. 

We value liturgy that combines praise, preaching, sacred music, and congregational 

participation that creates an engaging worship experience. We value integrity in worship 

that offers who we are and what we have to God.

Discipleship at Heritage: Gathering to Learn the Way o f  Jesus

Heritage names an intentional effort towards discipleship. Whether the people of 

Heritage came for a haven or to be part of a pioneering community, the gathered body 

commits to following Christ. Discipleship is defined as gathering to learn the way of 

Jesus. As a community of learning disciples, we commit to spiritual formation for 

everyone through the serious and systematic study of the Bible. We engage the questions 

of our faith in a context of community, creativity, and respect. In discipleship we value 

spiritual formation as followers of Jesus Christ at every age and every stage of life; 

settings where people can engage the Bible with thoughtful study and creative 

expression; faith development through ministries to families with children, families with 

youth, and families with young adults; and discipleship inside and outside of the church 

building. We recognize that familiar models of discipleship need to change. We will 

improve our programs by rethinking Sunday school, VBS and Wednesday night 

activities. We will explore intergenerational family groups and small groups that meet 

outside our traditional Sunday school structure. We wish to attend to the discipleship of 

children, youth, adults, college students, parents and seniors in our midst. We recognize 

that our present building does not provide appropriate education space or accessibility for
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senior adults, adults, young adults, youth, children, or babies. Naming these needs is a 

first step towards living into the story of God that is professed in this church.

Ministry at Heritage: Doing the Mission o f God in the World.

Heritage believes that every member is a minister and every person has a ministry. 

A central plot line of the Heritage story becomes a means by which faithful work can be 

expressed: Every member has a ministry here. Ministry is defined as doing the mission of 

God in the world.

As disciples of Christ, we each have gifts and passions. Through baptism, we are 

called to a vocation of using our particular gifts for God’s purposes in the world. We seek 

to be a vibrant, active, missional community that works locally and globally to do the 

mission of God. Our vision elaborated specific values in the strategic plan: We value 

those whom the Bible calls “the least of these,” those in the margins of society. We seek 

to meet needs in Christ’s name. We value the opportunity and privilege to use all we have 

to carry out God’s mission in the world. We value local missions and ministry with a 

world perspective through the global community of the Church. We value ecumenical 

partnerships with others who are called to serve as disciples of Jesus Christ. We will 

examine the ministries that we engage in based on our ability and the needs of the 

community. We will explore ministries beyond our context with college students, 

commuter families, retirees, and children.
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Fellowship at Heritage: Offering the Care o f Christ to All

Fellowship was noted in most every respondent’s story and in several points 

throughout the experiences of the NSPG. Heritage values fellowship. The task in the 

Strategic Plan was to describe what was meant by the term “fellowship.” How is 

fellowship in a Christian community unique from any other gathered group in Cherokee 

County? Fellowship was defined as offering the care of Christ to all. At Heritage, 

fellowship has a purpose. We gather together to hear each other and to offer support as 

brothers and sisters in Christ. Celebration of life’s moments happens in an intentional 

way; we strive to offer Christian care to each other. We value hospitality and state in the 

Strategic Plan that we will be a church that is “open to all and closed to none.” We value 

inviting others to be a part of Heritage. We value celebrating life moments as a faith 

family.

Witness at Heritage: Being the Presence o f Christ in the World

Rather than only bearing witness to the story of a former church, Heritage 

committed to witness to the story of a faithful God. Heritage defined witness as being the 

Presence of Christ in the World. As a congregation, we affirm an open, moderate-Baptist 

tradition. We will strive to bear witness to the good news. We desire to be a haven for all: 

seekers, skeptics, believers, and questioners, those wounded by the church, sojourners, 

pilgrims, and wanderers. All are welcome. We commit to openness in addressing 

challenges with a creative, communicative approach and a permissive spirit toward new 

ministries. We commit to create open spaces where others may be invited into community
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with us. We commit, materially, to hospitality to the community through personal 

invitation, media, and marketing. We value being open to all and closed to none. 

Stewardship at Heritage: Giving Ourselves and Our Resources to God

Heritage worships in a building built by people offering their time, their paint 

brushes, and their mortgages; giving is part of the Heritage story. Defining stewardship 

causes us to look beyond the oft-told story of a building and look at the future God might 

build with this community. Stewardship is giving resources and ourselves to God. In the 

area of stewardship, we are challenged by our commitments to sacrificial giving and 

creative use. The narrative of the Strategic Plan confessed that the budget does not fit our 

plans for ministry and the building does not fit our present or future life. We wish to 

attend to our practices of tithing, offering, and fundraising for ministries and local 

missions. We value regular sacrifice in the giving of money, time, and abilities. We value 

faithful and creative use of building and land. We value a functional space that balances 

utility with a sense of beauty and sacred space. We recognize that we must invest in new 

ways of sustaining our present ministries. We must find ways to increase our ability to 

fund new ministries in a way that is responsible. We commit to being stewards of the 

mission of this church.

Oratio Congregatio

After the extended time of meditation by the NSPG, this new sense of Heritage 

was prayerfully offered to the congregation. Witness and testimony formed the basis for
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the Anniversary service in September 2012.2 The service functioned as a kind of narrative 

intervention. In “Congregational Resilience, Conflict and Narrative Approaches,” Susan 

Nienaber notes that “these events give opportunities to re-member . . .  the larger call and 

purpose by God.”3

Each year Heritage gathers to remember its anniversary and rehearses its history. 

The church clerk tells a version of the church history along with reading the covenant. We 

decided to use this important ritual to celebrate important convictions of our history and 

articulate where God might be calling us in each area of our church’s life. Members of 

the NSPG offered moments of witness and testimony for each area. This act of narrative 

is a formative act, or as Tom Long says, “A way of talking ourselves into being 

Christian.”4

Each episode represents a new kind of discourse for Heritage in worship, drawing

all of our findings into a powerful act of testimony. Members of the NSPG performed a

fresh articulation of the Heritage story. Each member of the team had an important part to

play. Kathryn Hoffman defines the function of those who act as story brokers:

A story broker is one who draws out the multiple narratives that intersect around a 
concern or opportunity. A story broker pays attention to what is happening, evokes 
the stories of what is happening, listens carefully to what and how the story is

2 A copy of the order of the anniversary service may be found in the appendices of 
this thesis.

3 Susan Nienaber, Finding our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational 
Change (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010), 119.

4 Thomas G. Long, Testimony: Talking Ourselves into Being Christian (New York: 
Jossey-Bass, 2004), 7.
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told, gathers and interlaces these stories with the biblical story, discerns a 
preferred, emerging story, and tells that preferred story.5

In one sense the entire strategic planning team was engaged in a process of story 

brokering. In worship, testimony and witness come together in a powerful act of 

collaborative leadership.

This act of testimony affected the congregation and the members of the NSPG 

that participated. Dean Blevins notes, “When people tell their stories they are not only 

storied persons but also storytelling persons. In other words, their narrative practice 

shapes their narrative identity through the very means of telling the story.”6 After the 

service, the NSPG shared the specific action items that follow from our work discerning 

identity and value.

Contemplatio Congregatio 

For six weeks after the anniversary service, a church-wide dialogue took place 

during the Sunday School hour, and the liturgy of the day reflected one or more aspects 

of the strategic plan. During these weeks, church members were to process the experience 

of the past year and ask questions about the process and implementation phase. During 

this Sunday School hour some of our familiar narratives of concern—self-interest and

5 Kathryn Vitalis Hoffman, “Shared Narrative: Story Brokering as an Approach to 
Contextual Learning at Seminary,” in Teaching Our Story (Herndon, VA: The Alban 
Institute, 2010), 90.

6 Dean G. Blevins, “Story Telling or Storied Telling? The Media’s Pedagogical 
Ability to Shape Narrative as a Form of ‘Knowing,’” in Religious Education Vol. 102 No. 
3 (Summer 2007): 250-263.



self-protection—were rehearsed, such as when class members used “they” and “we” 

language to describe those who “built the church” as decision makers. There were also 

examples of boldness. Our statement of hospitality, “open to all; closed to none,” drew 

celebration and not controversy. A “Wine and the Word” group has formed exploring new 

ground for outreach and small groups. At present our committees are at work making our 

plans a reality.

NSPG Post-Project Participant Validation

After the project, the NSPG received a post-project survey designed to gauge their 

perception of the accomplishment of the research and design process. A majority of the 

NSPG expressed a positive experience and a positive level of accomplishment for the 

research design and ministry project. One notable response was found when analyzing 

the responses from the NSPG. When asked to describe the various responses to narrative 

change at Heritage, some respondents rejected the question’s assumption of change. “I 

don’t sense a change as much as it feels like we are just taking the next step in what God 

has called HBF to do and be. We are just continuing our journey,” writes one respondent.7 

Another added:

Through our beginning work that led to realization that change was a major 
component of our discussions, my thoughts began to formulate that what was 
happening, actually, was acceleration. 1 understand that we can plan to change and 
actually measure change as it happens but an important movement with the work 
of change must be acceleration. Once the need for change is agreed upon, and 
once plans are made, and priorities are established, if the acceleration phase does

7 Anonymous Respondent, Participant Validation Survey, 14 October 2012.
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not begin, all that work will lie fallow in the field. I think that is exactly where we 
are now - we’re in the acceleration chapter of the story.8

This kind of response shows a high degree of alignment between their understanding of

the history of Heritage and our shared future. This synthesis of past and future is a good

sign that the model has had a positive effect on the congregation’s understanding of itself,

its past, and the future that it envisions.

Pastoral Narrative Research

The research, design, and implementation of this thesis project fulfilled the

aspirations that I had when I decided to pursue further study in ministry. The research

stretched my conceptual imagination and drew me into the practice of other fields. This

was intellectually invigorating. Narrative inquiry provides a new model for applied

research in ministry that has the promise of invigorating dated models. There are two

areas of practical potential that would be interesting for further study, one a pastoral

practice and the other a devotional one.

One possible topic for future study would be the practice and impact of the

pastoral letter. Through my research in narrative therapy, I learned that therapists use

letters as a part of a treatment plan with individuals and families to help them “story”

their situation. The biblical precedent for the use of pastoral letters is obvious. The entire

Pauline corpus provides a model for pastors wishing to study the epistolary form in

modem practice. Letters would prove an interesting form for congregational narratives to

be externalized and for new language to be articulated. It would be interesting to use a

8 Anonymous Respondent, Participant Validation Survey, 14 October 2012.
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pastoral letter in the same way that narrative therapists use letters to continue therapy 

between appointments.

A second topic related to possible future study is that of spiritual autobiography. 

The experience of stepping back from our experience of life and becoming aware of the 

narratives that are at play was proven to be a meaningful act for the individual. By way of 

example, I recommend Living by the Word o f God by Davis Byrd. For Byrd, a member at 

Heritage, the writing of his autobiography became a spiritual practice. This spiritual 

memoir models one who has plumbed the depths of their spiritual experience and found 

great meaning in telling their story.

Mary Moschella Clark contends that ethnography is a pastoral practice, and so do 

I.9 This entire project has honed my pastoral skills. Peering into the practices of other 

disciplines, I have learned much from anthropologists, cultural critics, and 

psychotherapists. These are tools that I will baptize and bring into my ministry. Social 

science models cannot be wholly imported into the church, but the kinds of interpretive 

questions and constructs with which I have worked have improved my ability to read a 

congregation. Models of phenomenological semiotic interpretation dissolve into prayer, 

testimony, and the faithful witness to a congregation’s life. What is cultural study in 

church, if it does not become spiritual discernment? Though in the Baptist tradition we 

rarely speak of the priestly function of the pastor, pastors speak for and with the

9 Clark finds that the disciplined observation of a culture from the perspective of a 
participant observer parallels the position and practice of pastoral ministry. See Mary 
Moschella Clark, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland: 
Pilgrim Press, 2008).
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congregation. Narrative study honed the skill of faithfully seeing the congregation and 

speaking to their life and need. I relished every moment of this experience, even though 

the pastoral agility it required at times revealed the limits of my skill and understanding. I 

will take care in the way that I story ministry and my calling to ministry. Careful study of 

congregational life is the task of any pastor. By strengthening the pastoral senses of 

looking and listening, ethnography moves into pastoral practice.

As this project comes to a close, Heritage Baptist Fellowship is in the process of 

implementing a strategic plan based on our narrative inquiry and informed by our sense 

of identity. We must still pause and remind ourselves of who we wish to be. We are trying 

to keep our new shared sense of identity as the driving impulse behind these new ministry 

initiatives. The next chapter in the story of Heritage has already begun and the 

congregation now sees itself as coauthors of a faithful future.



APPENDIX A: SURVEY PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM

McAfee School of Theology 
Mercer University 

3001 Mercer University Drive 
Atlanta, Georgia 30341

You are being asked to fill out a survey as a part of a research study entitled Telling 
Stories and Revealing Narratives: Identifying and Articulating Expressions o f  Local 
Ecclesiology at Heritage Baptist Fellowship in Canton, Georgia. 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 that you will understand what you will be asked 
to do.

Investigator
The investigator for this research study is Rev. Jake Hall, Pastor of Heritage Baptist 
Fellowship in Canton, GA and a student in the Doctor of Ministiy program at the McAfee 
School of Theology. His work telephone is 770-479-9415 and his email address is 
jhall@heritagebaptistfellowship.com.

Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed to examine the role of narrative as a tool for 
congregational leadership. The results of this study will be included in the Doctor of 
Ministry thesis project of the investigator.

Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study.

Potential Benefits of the Research
By completing the survey portion of the research study, you will take an active role in 
helping evaluate congregational attitudes and activities. Respondents may take a more 
active role in the congregation once these narratives are described and analyzed.
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Confidentiality and Data Storage
All data related to this research will be retained in a locked cabinet and all media 
encrypted to ensure privacy. Names will be changed to pseudonyms in the project thesis.

Participation and Withdrawal
Participation in this research project is voluntary and open to any member of Heritage 
Baptist Fellowship who is at least fourteen (14) years old.

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Rev. Jake Hall. If you 
have further questions, you may contact Rev. Hall’s academic advisor, Dr. Brett Younger. 
His office number is (678) 547-6434. His email address is younger_lb@mercer.edu.

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.

Your Signature:________________________________ Date:_______________________

Principal Investigator Signature: Date:

mailto:younger_lb@mercer.edu


APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM

McAfee School of Theology 
Mercer University 

3001 Mercer University Drive 
Atlanta, Georgia 30341

You are being asked to participate in an interview as a part of a research study entitled 
Telling Stories and Revealing Narratives : Identifying and Articulating Expressions o f  
Local Ecclesiology at Heritage Baptist Fellowship in Canton, Georgia. 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 that you will understand what you will be 
asked to do.

Investigator
The investigator for this research study is Rev. Jake Hall, Pastor of Heritage Baptist 
Fellowship in Canton, GA and a student in the Doctor of Ministry program at the McAfee 
School of Theology. His work telephone is 770-479-9415 and his email address is 
jhall@heritagebaptistfellowship.com.

Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed to examine the role of narrative, as a tool for 
congregational leadership. The results of this study will be included in the Doctor of 
Ministry thesis project of the investigator.

Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study.

Potential Benefits of the Research
By completing the interview portion of the research study, you will take an active role in 
helping describe the lived experience of being a member at Heritage. Respondents may 
take a more active role in the congregation once these narratives are described and 
analyzed.
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Confidentiality and Data Storage
An audio recording will be made of this interview and transcribed for analysis. All data 
related to this research will be retained in a locked cabinet and all media encrypted to 
ensure privacy. Names will be changed to pseudonyms in the project thesis.

Participation and Withdrawal
Participation in this research project is voluntary and open to any member of Heritage 
Baptist Fellowship who is at least fourteen (14) years old.

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Rev. Jake Hall. If you 
have further questions, you may contact Rev. Hall’s academic advisor, Dr. Brett Younger. 
His office number is (678) 547-6434. His email address is younger_lb@mercer.edu.

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.

Your Signature:________________________________ Date:_______________________

Principal Investigator Signature: Date:

mailto:younger_lb@mercer.edu


APPENDIX C: PRE-PROJECT WORLDVIEW INVENTORY

D e m o g r a p h ic  C o v e rs h e e t

1. A g e

2 . G en d er

3. M arita l S ta tu s

4 . N u m b e r  o f  C h ild ren  in th e  H o m e

5. P r o fe ss io n a l B ack g ro u n d

1 4 -1 8  1 9 -2 8  2 9 -4 8  4 9 -6 4  6 5  o r  O ld er

M a le  F em a le

S in g le  M arried  D iv o r ce d  W id o w e d

0  1 2  3 or  m o re

E d u ca tio n  R e lig io u s  C ler ica l M a in ten a n ce  

L eg a l M ed ica l S tu d en t O th e r ______________

R e lig io u s  H is to ry

6 . W ere y o u  a c t iv e  in a  C h r istia n  c o m m u n ity  in  h ig h  s c h o o l?

7 . W h a t w a s  y o u r  r e l ig io u s  a ff ilia t io n  d u rin g  h ig h  s c h o o l?  

N o n e

O th er

Y es N o

CUcatholiclHlE p isc o p a lia n  I ll.u th eran  EH

IH lP resb y te rian C IlB ap tisQ P en teco sta lD y fe th o d is t D

8 . H o w  lo n g  h a v e  y o u  b een  a  m e m b er  o f  H eritage? 0 -4  y e a rs 5 -8  y e a r s  9- 12 y e a r s  1 3 -15 y ea rs

H e r ita g e  I n v o lv e m e n t

9 . H o w  m an y  t im e s  d o  y o u  attend: W eek ly R eg u la r ly O c c a s io n a lly N e v e r

W orsh ip  a t H er itage □ □ □ □
S u n d a y  S c h o o l □ 1 1 □ □
W ed n e sd a y  N ig h t A c t iv it ie s □ □ □ □

1 0 .  H a v e  y o u  e v e r  serv ed  in a  le a d er sh ip  c a p a c ity  at H eritage? Y es N o
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On the following pages there is a series of questions about God and human 

situations that different Christians answer in different ways. Choose one answer from 

each item that would come closer to your opinion than any other.'

Example:

00. To me God’s presence is:

a. knowing I am doing God’s will

b. my awareness of the beauty of creation

c. the power of the universe within me

d. God’s physical closeness

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions. This is only your answer. 

Be sure to circle only one letter in each question!

1. At its best my faith is

a. concerned for humanity’s highest values

b. filled with the Holy Spirit

c. bom again in Christ

d. awareness of my own divinity

' This test originally appeared in James Hopewell’s Congregations: Stories and 
Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987).
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2. When I die:

a. God will continue to bless and keep me

b. 1 shall then be with Christ

c. 1 journey on toward greater oneness with God

d. what will be, will be

3. When I see a picture of a starving child, I think that:

a. if everyone did God’s will, this would not happen

b. the child is nevertheless a spiritual being nourished in other ways

c. we live in an unfair society

d. God is with this child and can ease their troubles

4. I feel that I mature as I:

a. seek and receive God’s gifts

b. follow God’s plan for me

c. learn to love

d. realize the divine potential within me

5. Jesus Christ provides:

a. salvation from my sins

b. miraculous power in my own life

c. an example of life in tune with the absolute

d. freedom and self-reliance
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6. 1 get in touch with God primarily through:

a. deep study of the Bible

b. experiences of God’s presence with me

c. close human relationships

d. shutting out the world and communing with my innermost self

7. Worship is most meaningful:

a. at times of mystery and silence

b. when the Word is faithfully heard

c. in the midst of a caring community

d. when God’s Spirit is manifested

8. When a young mother has cancer:

a. I know she could find real peace in the Bible

b. I know that life often contains great suffering

c. I must realize that all things work together for highest good

d. 1 pray that God will heal her

9. Were a person close to me dying, I would:

a. find strength to persevere

b. expect comfort from God

c. recognize how divine life sheds the limits of this world

d. stress the importance of the state of that person’s salvation
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10. In the worst times of my life 1 find:

a. the divinity within me shows my troubles to be less crucial

b. comfort in verses from the Bible

c. patience until better times

d. God blessing me in new ways

11. Some non-Christian people claim the ability to predict the future, I think:

a. the predictions may reflect their contact with universal intelligence

b. they are empowered by the devil

c. they are probably mistaken

d. the only disclosure of the future is that written in Christian scripture

12. I would like the pastor of my church to be gifted in:

a. presenting sound Christian doctrine

b. bringing in God’s power

c. deepening our fellowship with each other

d. uncovering the untapped powers of the mind

13. In the future I want to:

a. ask God for all the blessings God has in store for me

b. cultivate deeper levels of consciousness

c. really get into the Bible

d. be honestly who I am
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14. As 1 see it, the world:

a. contains a mixture of good and bad

b. is only the surface expression of divine reality

c. is the place where God is emerging victorious

d. would improve were we to fulfill the mission God has given us

15. When someone I know died, 1 was basically:

a. consoled that death is an illusion of this world

b. thankful for (or concerned about) the person’s relation with Christ

c. strengthened by God’s closeness

d. troubled by the loss

16. God enters my life most decisively in:

a. my deep commitments

b. answers to prayers

c. the peace and harmony I discover

d. the rules by which to lead a good life

17. After I got acquainted with the pastor in my church, I hoped that we would:

a. see each other as ordinary friends

b. share testimony about our wonderful growth in Christ

c. explore the signs that reveal God’s truth

d. learn together from God’s scripture



125

18. As a citizen I follow the laws of my country because:

a. disobedience obscures the divine pattern

b. 1 agree with the laws

c. God blesses those who pray and obey

d. I am to obey the authorities

19. God speaks to me:

a. through the words of the Bible

b. through the power I share with all of life

c. through meaningful human relationships

d. sometime directly

20. When someone I love is very ill, I pray this person:

a. be miraculously healed

b. accept the will of God in this situation

c. gain awareness of healing participation in divine perfection

d. be skillfully cared for by doctors

21. Satan is:

a. an old way of talking about evil in the world

b. a name for the illusion that blocks full consciousness

c. the ruler of the damned

d. active in individuals today
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22. Were my family to suffer deep financial loss, I would:

a. look for God to change the situation

b. nevertheless prosper according to principles of divine abundance

c. adjust and go on

d. obey God

23. Earlier this year a neighbor complained that a ghost was in her house. I think 

that:

a. it could be a demon and be driven away by the power of Christ

b. she should move beyond such negative forms of thought

c. such a strange occurrence should lead her to God

d. there is probably a scientific explanation for her experience

24. When someone grows senile, I think that this situation is:

a. part of God’s will that someday we may understand

b. a temporary condition not truly showing his continuing progress toward 

God

c. still ripe for God’s blessing that person

d. just an unfortunate fact of life
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25. In the next decade our nation:

a. will be faced with critical decisions

b. could escape its present level of discord

c. will be punished if it fails to live up to its covenant with God

d. must claim the power and guidance of the Holy Spirit

26. To me a horoscope drawn up by an expert:

a. is dangerous because it brings ungodly powers into your life

b. is wrong because God, not the stars, determines my life

c. may be helpful

d. may be entertaining but is otherwise worthless

27. In listening to a sermon I feel dissatisfied unless the minister preaches:

a. about our unity with God

b. a spirit-filled message

c. a convincing message from the Bible

d. with reference to everyday situations
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Survey Instrument Score Sheet 

Circle the letter of the answer to each of the questions. (If a question is 

unanswered, mark an x in the space provided.) At the bottom of each column write the 

number of responses circled in that column. The total number of responses should equal

27.

1 a c b d

2 d b a c

3 c a d b

4 c b a d

5 d a b c

6 c a b d

7 c b d a

8 b a d c

9 a d b c

10 c b d a

11 c d b a

12 c a b d

13 d c a b

14 a d c b

15 d b c a

16 a d b c
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17 a d b c

18 b d c a

19 c a d b

20 d b a c

21 a c d b

22 c d a b

23 d c a b

24 d a c b

25 a c d b

26 d b a c

27 d c b a

Total
\



APPENDIX D: CONGREGATIONAL INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

1. How did you come to Heritage?1

2. What were your first experiences with Heritage Baptist Fellowship?

3. What were your most powerful experiences with Heritage Baptist Fellowship?

4. What attracted you to Heritage Baptist Fellowship?

5. Why do you choose to stay at Heritage?

6. How would you describe Heritage Baptist Fellowship when you first became 
part of it?

7. If there were a dominant story that defined Heritage Baptist Fellowship, how 
would you describe it?

8. How do you fit into the story of Heritage?

9. How would you describe the mission of Heritage?

10. How is that mission embodied?

1 The pre-project interview schedule and the participant validation survey questions 
have been adapted by permission from an unpublished dissertation by William J. 
Salyards, “Exploring the Meaning of Narrative Change to Leaders and Members within 
two Religious Organizations: Saint Aldates Church, Oxford, Oxfordshire, UK and the 
Family Room Church, Sacramento, California, US” (Ph.D. diss., Gonzaga University, 
2009).
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APPENDIX E: PARTICIPANT VALIDATION SURVEY

Research Project Goals

The primary research goal is an aim to better understand the local culture of 
Heritage Baptist Fellowship through the narratives and relevant cultural texts that inform 
its sense of history, identity and mission. To accomplish this goal, we have engaged in a 
process of discovery through an institutional timeline, surveys, and interviews. Through 
thoughtful analysis we sought to describe the narratives, metaphors, and symbols present 
at Heritage in relation to its expression of ecclesiology. To what extent were the goals of 
the project accomplished for you:

Accomplishment 

Low High

Discovering connections between our 
local history and larger cultural events

Describing connections between our 
origin as a congregation and history 
with FBC Canton

Examining the relationship between our 
history and our mission as a congregation.

Honestly naming the high points, as well 
as the low points of our shared history

Creating opportunities for the congregation 
to better understand our shared history
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Ministry Project Goals

The first objective of the ministry project was to identify and name the findings of 
our timeline exercise in a season of worship, preaching and teaching. This series of 
worship services and Wednesday evening conversations were designed to encourage 
introspection within our congregation and community. The Lenten sermon series, 
“Confessions: A Baptist Apology” and the Wednesday evening “Who is My Neighbor?” 
series were part of this season. To what extent were the objectives of the project 
accomplished for you:

Accomplishment

Low High

Use of the timeline as a tool for 
understanding our story

Encouraging a conversation about 
present mission

Use of sermon series

Use of members of the community 
during “Who is Our Neighbor?” 
series
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Ministry Project Goals

The second objective of the ministry project was to name and embody a new 
sense of congregational identity through the use of a strategic plan. To what extent were 
the objectives of the project accomplished for you:

Accomplishment 

Low High

Strategic Planning Retreat

Anniversary Sunday

Worship and Luncheon

Use of sermon series

The strategic plan has set
goals appropriate to our church’s identity.
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Follow Up Questions:

1. What meaning, if any, did you associate with worship during Epiphany at Heritage 
Baptist Fellowship?

2. If you sensed that the dominant theme or story that defined Heritage Baptist 
Fellowship was changing how would you describe what, if any, new theme or story 
was taking its place?

3. In your opinion what was the most effective tool/process used for introducing the new 
theme or story?

4. As you reflect on that time what meaning have these changes had for you?

5. How did the change to what had been the dominant theme or story make you feel?

6. How did the new story relate to how you see yourself? Do you think of yourself 
differently today as a result of this experience and if so in what way?

7. How did the new story relate to how you see the church? Do you think of the church 
differently today as a result of this experience and if so in what way?
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A Devotional Guide for Advent 
Heritage Baptist Fellowship

2011
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Season’s Greetings,

’Tis the season! It’s time to deck the halls, trim the trees, buy Christmas presents, attend 
parties, visit with family, and bake a smorgasbord of goodies. It’s the most wonderful 
time of the year and the busiest! As we prepare for all the festivities of the season, it’s 
easy to forget the most important preparation of all -  preparing our hearts and minds to 
welcome the Savior.

Advent is a time of expecting, preparing, anticipating, and longing. This isn’t the end of 
another year but the beginning of a new one. This is how it all began, with the birth of 
Jesus. It’s a time of great expectations, much preparation of our hearts and lives, eager 
anticipation of what is to come, and a deep longing for the birth of our Savior.

Heritage Baptist Fellowship is also embarking on a new beginning -  a journey through 
strategic planning. There are great expectations, much preparation, eager anticipation, 
and a deep longing for what will be bom through this process. This Advent guide will 
serve a dual purpose this year. Not only will it be a guide to prepare our hearts for the 
birth of Christ, but will also prepare our hearts for what is to be bom through the strategic 
planning process.

We are entering the most wonderful time of the year, and I would venture to say that we 
are embarking on a wonderful time in the life of our family of faith as well!

Joyfully,

Kim Mason
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Sunday, November 27 
Expecting 

1 Thessalonians 5:1-11

Last Christmas we were expecting our first child, and it was hard not to put myself in 
Mary’s shoes. There was a new dimension of meaning for the season that can only come 
when you are expecting. What will he look like? Will he have my eyes or Nathan’s nose? 
How big will he be? What will his personality be like? Will he be healthy? I hoped he 
would get Nathan’s patience and I hoped he wouldn’t get my feet!

Our world was changed last year and Luke hadn’t even been bom yet. How we looked at 
the world somehow changed with the expectation of the child we would soon bring into 
our family. We weren’t just expecting a baby. We were expecting the responsibility that 
was to come. We were expecting the intense and immediate love that we were told we 
would feel at the first sight of our son. We were expecting our lives to change for the 
better because Luke entered our world.

It’s the same way with Christ. We’re expecting more than just a baby. We’re expecting 
the love that comes from knowing him. We’re expecting the responsibility that comes 
from a relationship with him. We’re expecting our lives to change for the better.

• What are you expecting this season?

• How are you expecting the birth Christ to enrich your life?

• What outcomes are you expecting from the strategic planning process?
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Monday, November 28 
Expecting 

Matthew 21:1-11

While in seminary, I read an article written by the mother of a special needs child. She 
used a travel metaphor to explain what their journey was like. She said it was like 
planning a trip to Italy. They were excited to see the sights and do all the things on their 
tourist checklist. They boarded the plane and took off, but while they were in the air they 
learned their flight was redirected to Denmark.

That wasn’t where they were planning to go. It was a nice country and there were great 
things to do there, but it wasn’t Italy. They had to learn about their new destination and 
rework their itinerary, but they had a wonderful vacation in Denmark. It wasn’t what they 
expected, but they loved and appreciated their extraordinary child and the joy he brought 
to their lives.

For generations, the Israelites were expecting their savior to come. Surely their long- 
awaited savior would be a knight in shining armor who would ride in on a white horse 
and save the day. He did ride into Jerusalem on a donkey, but surely this man who was 
bom in a stable wasn’t meant to be the Savior of the world. Jesus wasn’t the Savior they 
expected -  he didn’t come with great power and overthrow the Roman rulers. In fact, 
they didn’t even know he was the Savior. They described him as a prophet (v. 11). No one 
understood that Jesus wasn’t just another prophet but the savior they had been waiting 
for, and it wasn’t until after Jesus’ death that people started to understand. They expected 
a savior but this wasn’t the savior they expected.

Sometimes you love and appreciate the unexpected.

• What unexpected things are you learning to love?

• Are you prepared to love the unexpected things that may come from the strategic 
planning process?
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Tuesday, November 29 
Expecting 

2 Peter 1:12-21

There is a huge market of materials to help us remember -  calendars to record dates, to- 
do lists, note pads, computer programs that will remind us to do tasks, and I’m sure 
there’s an “app” for that, too. Young or old we are at risk of forgetting important (or even 
trivial) things unless we have a reminder.

It’s not just remembering to pay bills or buy an anniversary card that we need help with. 
We often need a reminder of what’s expected of us, of who God expects us to be. Peter 
knows that and vows to keep reminding his brothers and sisters in Christ that God gave 
us the promise of his son -  his birth and life on earth and his second coming- and 
because of that “you must make every effort to support your faith with goodness, and 
goodness with knowledge, and knowledge with self- control, and self-control with 
endurance, and endurance with godliness, and godliness with mutual affection, and 
mutual affection with love” (2 Pet. 1:5-7).

Part of being in a faith community is holding each other accountable as Christians. Of 
course, this must be done out of love and in a loving manner! We need the support of 
each other as we try to live lives pleasing to God. How timely is this message for 
Heritage? As we enter the strategic planning process, it is important to remember that we 
need each other. We need each other in times of celebration and sorrow, but particularly 
in this process, we need each other as reminders of who we are called to be both as 
individuals and as a church. It takes all of us to be the church God expects us to be.

• What do you need to be reminded of in your faith journey?

• What does Heritage need to be reminded of?
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