
The Current Landscape

Even before the pandemic, congregations
around the United States were facing a
number of challenges. These included
challenges like struggling to form
Christian community with members,
children, and neighbors; a disconnect
between church practice and people’s
daily lives; not knowing whether the
congregation would exist for the next
generation; or even thriving with lots of
good things, but uncertainty about if they
are “God things.” A polarized political
cycle damaged caring relationships
through mistrust and a pandemic kept
many of our congregations from meeting
together for worship, weddings, and
funerals.

All of these disruptive shifts impact
congregational life. Many traditional
ministry practices are breaking down,
and traditional pastoral training does not
translate well to the current leadership
challenges. These realities require both
opportunities for healing and innovation
in the local church. 

Connecting Faith to 
Everyday Life
 
While these shifts are new to many of our
leaders, these types of challenges are not
new to the church. God’s law points out
where things are breaking down and
where we need healing. God’s gospel
promises that healing and new life will be
a part of our future as God’s people. 

The people in our congregations and our
communities are experiencing challenges 
 

in their lives and looking for ways to deal
with these challenges.

When participation in the local church
does not speak directly to those things
that are “keeping them up at night,”
people look elsewhere for help and
resources. 

Facing Adaptive Challenges 
 
One thing that all of these challenges
have in common is that they are adaptive
in nature, rather than technical. Instead
of simply requiring a new ministry or
program, new learning is required in
order to adapt congregational life to
connect more deeply with God, each
other, and our neighbors. This is
fundamentally theological and spiritual
work.

The church must pursue faithful
innovation as it seeks to connect
God’s presence and reality to the
everyday lived experience of the
people in congregations and
communities.

Why Faithful Innovation? 



Chapters Exercise—
Naming God’s Presence
and Activity Over Time
 
The point of the “chapters exercise” is
to use a narrative framework for
reflecting back on the history of a
particular congregation in order to
name ways God might have been
present and active over the course of
its history. This helps build capacity
for naming God’s action in the midst
of the congregation’s life today.

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great
a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every
weight and the sin that clings so closely, and
let us run with perseverance the race that is
set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and
perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the
joy that was set before him endured the cross,
disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat
at the right hand of the throne of God.
Consider him who endured such hostility
against himself from sinners, so that you may
not grow weary or lose heart. 

  Hebrews 12:1-3



Chapters Exercise—Naming God’s
Presence and Activity Over Time
The point of the “chapters exercise” is to use a narrative framework for reflecting back
on the history of a particular congregation in order to name ways God might have been
present and active over the course of its history. This helps build up capacity for
naming God’s action in the midst of the congregation’s current life.

Exercise Steps
 
Introduction
Imagine that the history of this congregation is going to be made into a book. You are
going to reflect on the history and create an outline of the life story of this
congregation. Our outline will be made up of chapters that begin and end and have
chapter titles. Do your best to remember as far back as you can.

Step 1: Determine what year the congregation began.

Step 2: Describe, to the best of your ability, what the early life of the church was like
(i.e. who was there, why did they start, where did they meet, who were the key leaders,
etc.).

Step 3: When do you think this “first chapter” of the church’s life came to an end? 

Step 4: What would you call the first chapter? 

Step 5: What happened in the second chapter of the church’s life?

Step 6: When did that chapter end? 

Step 7: What would you call that chapter?

Repeat steps 5-7 until you reach the present day.

Now go back over your description of the life of this church. In each chapter, how do
you think God was particularly active or present? What was God’s role in each chapter?
What might God have been up to during each chapter? Go through and write down a
sentence or two about what you think God might have been up to during each chapter.

Final Step
In light of the history of this church and God’s presence during that time, what do you
think the next chapter in the life of this church looks like? What do you think God
might be up to in the next chapter of the life of this church?

This exercise was developed by Dr. Craig Van Gelder,
Professor Emeritus of Congregational Mission at
Luther Seminary. 
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For More Information

Faith+Lead Website

Want to learn more? Have questions?

Visit the Faith+Lead website for additional resources and information about
Learning Communities offered through Luther Seminary.

faithlead.luthersem.edu

Faith+Lead Learning Laboratory

Join the FREE interactive Faith+Lead Learning Laboratory to access courses,
online communities, and other resources.

faithlead.mn.co

https://faithlead.luthersem.edu/
https://faithlead.mn.co/

