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Nurturing Leadership Development  
for the Now and the Next:  

A Denominational Perspective
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Introduction

Serving as a denominational leader in the United Church of Christ 
(UCC), where one of my main tasks has been researching and report-
ing on statistical and sociological trends, I am keenly aware of the 

many shifts that have impacted—and are continuing to impact—congrega-
tions within the United States.1 And while not all religious traditions are 
experiencing the same types of dramatic demographic shifts that the UCC 
and other mainline Protestant denominations are facing in this context, all 
congregations in the United States are being impacted, in one way or an-
other, by the larger societal forces that have changed dramatically over the 
last sixty years. These changes signal a need for ministerial leaders who not 
only hold a nuanced understanding of the effects that these shifts have cre-
ated and codified within congregations but also possess the leadership skills 
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necessary to creatively and successfully guide these congregations through 
change in hopes of cultivating meaningful, contextually relevant ministries.

Generally, adherence to particular religious traditions in the United 
States has waned over time. Between 2007 and 2014 alone, the percentage of 
adults who identified as religiously unaffiliated increased from 16.1 percent 
to 22.8 percent. Over that same time period, the share of Christian adults 
declined, with mainline Protestants moving from 18.1 percent to 14.7 per-
cent, evangelical Protestants declining from 26.3 percent to 25.4 percent, and 
Catholics decreasing from 23.9 percent to 20.8 percent of the total U.S. popu-
lation.2 Regarding participation in American congregational life, worship 
attendance declined from an average of 129 persons per congregation in 
2005 to 80 persons in 2015, with the percentage of congregations with less 
than 100 in worship increasing from 46.6 percent to 57.9 percent over the 
same time period.3 The United Church of Christ in particular, which report-
ed 5,000 congregations and 880,383 members in 2016, reported 518 addition-
al congregations and 316,091 additional members just ten years ago. Overall, 
this constitutes 9.3 percent and 26.4 percent decreases in the number of UCC 
congregations and members in the last decade.4

These trends, however, should not be catalogued as failures of modern 
U.S. religion to adapt to a postmodern, increasingly secularizing society, 
at least not wholly. Changes over the past sixty years in terms of familial 
structures, increasing racial and ethnic diversity, and the rise of internet 
technologies have contributed significantly to the ways in which religious 
life is (dis)organized and is not or practiced or is multiply practiced, among 
other contributing factors.5 In addition, congregational participation in 
mainline Protestantism has become a largely racially segregated, genera-
tional phenomenon as statistical trends for church membership and new 
baptisms mirror U.S. white population birth rates, which have been declin-
ing for years.6

These decades-long shifts and numerical decreases in religious en-
gagement are enough to make religious leaders settle into a narrative of 
doom and gloom. However, as ministers, theologians, educators, and pas-
toral caregivers, the task of forming leaders remains before us. Because so-
ciety has been riding the waves of rapid change for decades, congregations 
have had no choice but to navigate these rough waters as well (some more 
willingly than others). Consequently, the formation of ministers—both the 
whys and hows of training and education—requires re-examination and al-
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teration in order to prepare ministerial leaders for the now (present) and the 
next (future). New knowledge and skills are critical in this current age, and 
intentional leadership formation for ministerial praxis has the potential to 
create a meaningful impact within and beyond communities of faith.7

Steeped in Leadership

As someone teetering on the border between Generation X and the 
Millennial generation, I was educated during a period in which leadership 
science was in full effect as an interdisciplinary academic field, graduating 
many masters and doctoral students in business and nonprofit organizations 
alike. Since high school, my participating in various curated leadership pro-
grams has been par for the course. As an undergraduate, I was selected to 
participate in an elite two-year leadership development program called the 
Presidents Leadership Class that involved courses in which we read count-
less books on leadership, completed multimedia projects addressing vari-
ous social dilemmas, toured world-class organizations to study their lead-
ership practices, and completed an internship in a setting of our choosing.8 
This type of leadership learning framework has been part of nearly every 
single organization in which I’ve worked or served, whether it was a year-
long development program for middle management staff at a liberal arts 
college or the President’s Leadership Forum for denominational staff within 
the United Church of Christ. Even my own doctoral program was focused 
on leadership as an academic discipline (within the larger academic con-
text of education). For previous generations, this type of curated leadership 
development in educational preparation was less prevalent, and if leader-
ship programs existed, they focused largely on workforce productivity and 
the personality characteristics of individuals with positional authority (i.e., 
managers and supervisors).9

Through my studies and formation experiences in leadership, includ-
ing my time in seminary in preparation for ministry, I’ve realized some-
thing very important: Reflective practice and ministry formation are incredibly 
similar to non-ministry-related leadership formation. The habits, practices, and 
qualities that reflective practice seeks to cultivate in ministerial students are 
generally the same habits, practices, and qualities of any good leadership 
formation program. In the denominational context, ministerial leaders and 
members sometimes carry the assumption that congregations are unique 
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among organizations; therefore, leadership and organizational resources 
that do not address explicitly the congregational or ministerial context are 
ill-equipped to incite meaningful (trans)formation. In fact, it is these very 
resources that may hold important keys to leadership formation and change 
for congregations. In many ways, the frameworks and concepts regarding 
effective leadership practice can enhance—or, at the very least, provide a 
slightly altered lens for—reflective practice and formation.

I will highlight just one area of overlap between leadership and minis-
try formation. It is commonly understood that effective leadership involves 
a mature, complex understanding of the self. Stephen Covey termed ma-
turity as “the balance between courage and consideration,” with courage 
being the ability of leaders to acknowledge and share their own thoughts 
and feelings and consideration connoting the capacity to take into accounts 
the thoughts and feelings of others.10 Leaders who maturely express feel-
ings and emotions in an effective and clear manner in conflict situations 
also communicate trust.11 Building on these concepts, Alison Taysum devel-
oped a four-stage process describing the leader’s formation of self from indi-
vidual intellectual, emotional, and spiritual contexts. The nonlinear stages 
of formation, accession, consolidation, and moving on emphasize varying 
processes that one must continually engage in to “build and test a sense of 
self.”12

Peter Senge, one of the most influential business leaders today, opera-
tionalized the notion of self by introducing reflective practice into the lead-
ership lexicon, defined simply as “the ability to reflect on one’s thinking 
while acting,” and cautioned that the leader who does not utilize reflective 
practice within an organization will engage in learning that is largely reac-
tive, not generative.13 Generative learning enables leaders to challenge their 
own models of thinking and being rather than waiting until others have no 
choice but to confront and issue those challenges directly. Senge contended 
that all individuals within an organization should engage in reflective prac-
tice in order to co-create a culture of generative learning.

But perhaps the most well-known self-development framework is that 
of emotional intelligence, popularized in the U.S. mainstream by Daniel 
Goleman’s book of the same title and used extensively and across profes-
sional sectors.14 Coined originally by two psychologists, emotional intelli-
gence (also known as EQ or EI) is understood as “a set of skills hypothesized 
to contribute to the accurate appraisal and expression of emotion in oneself 
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and in others, the effective regulation of emotion in self and others, and 
the use of feelings to motivate, plan, and achieve in one’s life.”15 The com-
petencies stemming from emotional intelligence fall into two main catego-
ries: (a) personal (self-awareness and self-management) and (b) social (social 
awareness and relationship management).16 Emotional intelligence has been 
applied to leadership in ministry contexts in recent years, underlying the 
development of relational and pastoral skills in field education and in clini-
cal pastoral education.17 In addition, research has suggested that ministers 
in congregations with a turnaround or growth pattern in attendance dis-
played significantly higher levels of emotional intelligence than ministers 
in declining congregations.18 

Because of the interdisciplinary nature of leadership science, the habits 
and skills of self and relational development reflect, and even mirror, those 
cultivated in the context of training and supervising students preparing for 
ministry. The example above, however, is only the tip of the iceberg. Organi-
zational theory—in conversation with leadership theory—expands knowl-
edge regarding the functioning of congregations and other ministry-related 
contexts and provides additional insights into how groups of people come 
together, carry out certain tasks or purposes, navigate relationships, and 
manage change and conflict. Reflections on self and relationships without 
analyses of organizational dynamics—and, subsequently, the skills and re-
sources to affect those dynamics—do little to prepare individuals for minis-
try in today’s religious and social contexts.

Denominational Research on Ministerial Leadership:  
The Case of the United Church of Christ

The subject of ministerial leadership is as broad and diverse as the 
many religious and denominational traditions and cultural contexts in 
which ministers serve. What is required of ministerial leaders, not only for 
denominational authorization but also for the shaping of vital faith com-
munities, is dependent upon a number of factors both within their tradition 
and beyond, and various traditions emphasize different criteria for what 
constitutes ministerial excellence.19

In the United Church of Christ, one of the guiding documents provid-
ing the foundation from which all ministers are approved for, and maintain, 
their authorization is The Marks of Faithful and Effective Authorized Ministers (or 
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“the Marks”).20 This document was “developed through conversations sur-
rounding the Ministry Issues Pronouncement of General Synod 25, which 
sought to expand UCC definitions of learnedness and leadership in autho-
rized ministry and to emphasize excellence in ministerial formation.”21 The 
marks are used by those seeking authorization (called members in discern-
ment), Committees on Ministry (ministerial authorization and oversight 
bodies, of which there are approximately 173 across the denomination; these 
are largely geographically based),22 and authorized ministers themselves (in 
conversation with their congregations and Committees on Ministry for con-
tinuing development).23

In its current iteration, which was most recently revised in 2016, there 
are forty-eight marks under eight major headings, with one of the headings 
being “Building Transformational Leadership Skills.” In the previous (2009) 
version of this document, the marks were organized more traditionally un-
der four general headings, as follows:

• Spiritual Foundations for Ministry

• UCC Identity for Ministry

• Personal and Professional Formation for Ministry

• Knowledge and Skills for Ministry

The Knowledge and Skills for Ministry marks were further organized 
into two distinct groupings: General Knowledge and Skills and Knowledge 
and Skills Specific to Authorized Ministry. Many of the marks under the 
General Knowledge and Skills were items that would be considered nec-
essary for general leadership in a variety of contexts within and beyond 
ministry.

In 2014, the United Church of Christ’s Center for Analytics, Research 
and Data utilized the 2009 version of the Marks to conduct exploratory re-
search regarding the relationship between ministerial excellence and con-
gregational vitality.24 Namely, we wanted to determine which qualities, be-
haviors, and skills of a minister were most correlated with certain aspects 
of a congregation’s vitality by conducting a large-scale survey of UCC con-
gregants. The survey asked individuals to indicate their level of agreement 
with, or ranking of, a number of items related to congregational vitality, as 
well as how often their pastor demonstrated or engaged in certain marks of 
ministry.
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Not surprisingly, congregants reported that they observed their pas-
tors engaging in the more commonly visible ministry-related tasks of their 
work: preaching, leading worship, participating in the sacraments, commu-
nicating biblical knowledge, interpreting biblical texts, and so on. The less 
commonly visible marks were, of course, not observed as frequently by con-
gregants, with the following four items being the least frequently observed:

• Mutually equipping and motivating a community of faith

• Leading and encouraging ministries of evangelism, service, stewardship, 
and social transformation

• Reading the contexts of a community’s ministry and creatively leading that 
community through change or conflict

• Framing and testing a vision in community

However, we found that these marks were the ones that correlated sig-
nificantly with the greatest number of congregational vitality items. Restat-
ed, the qualities and skills of a minister that were most related to a congregation’s 
thriving were what we termed “general leadership skills” that would be necessary 
for leading any organization.25

This finding is not a particularly new revelation, but it re-emphasized 
for the UCC that more is required of authorized ministers than the abil-
ity to perform ministry-related tasks. Knowledge and skill in leading peo-
ple in complex organizations—to empower and equip, manage and guide 
through conflict and change, and provide and test a vision—seem to be es-
sential tools for ministerial training and formation. Jackson Carroll, a lead-
ing scholar on pastoral leadership, articulated that effective ministerial 
leadership includes agility and reflective leadership—“not only respond-
ing nimbly but also faithfully, thoughtfully, innovatively, and appropriately 
in the face of a constantly changing world”26—and trust and personal au-
thority—gaining “tacit acknowledgement by the pastor’s congregation that 
[he or she has] won the congregation’s trust, having demonstrated integrity, 
wisdom, and genuine care.”27 If preparation and training for ministry do 
not work to cultivate these skills in individuals, alongside the more overt, 
ministry-related skills of pastoral care, preaching, and biblical knowledge, 
then the congregations and other contexts in which they lead will be more 
likely to diminish than to thrive.

As a result of this research, middle judicatories, congregations, and 
Committees on Ministry across the denomination have begun to take a 
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more proactive role in teaching these general organizational leadership 
skills through professional development opportunities.28 For example, the 
New York Conference’s School of Ministry took seriously the UCC’s re-
search findings and developed a two-year professional development retreat 
cycle based on the four marks most related to congregational vitality. The 
purpose of these retreats was to teach the frameworks and skills necessary 
for performing each of the four marks more effectively, and facilitators with 
specific expertise in each area led the sessions.29 In the Rocky Mountain 
Conference, a nine-month leadership development program for both minis-
ters and laypersons called “Ignite” began in 2018; and the impetus for this 
program was based on the findings of the UCC’s report.30 In the national 
UCC setting, the findings shaped the revised version of The Marks of Faith-
ful and Effective Authorized Ministers to include “Building Transformational 
Leadership Skills” as one of the eight main categories.31 Although denomi-
nations generally may be slow to transformation and change, as are many of 
their congregations, there are pockets of hope as we move toward training 
and equipping authorized ministers, members in discernment, and layper-
sons with these vital skills for ministry.

Implications for Ministry Preparation and Training

There are a number of ways for ministry educators and supervisors to 
give attention to nurturing leadership and organizational skills and prac-
tices in students. In the context of professional ministerial formation, incor-
porating leadership frameworks and theories into the explicit curriculum, 
both prior to and during field education experiences, will give students a 
foundation from which to engage in deeper reflective practice regarding in-
terpersonal dynamics and situations, actions of the leaders and their impact 
within settings, and the field site itself as a complex organization. In partic-
ular, situational and contingency theories of leadership may offer some ap-
propriate lenses through which students can identify and better articulate 
leader-group dynamics within their settings.32 Additionally, family systems 
theory—utilized by many field educators and clinical pastoral education su-
pervisors—is another consideration for coursework alongside one’s field ex-
perience.33 The greater the exposure to, and investigation of, various theo-
ries of leadership relating to organizations, the deeper the well of resources 
the student will have to reflect on the ministry experience. 
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As seminary and theological schools continue to witness an increas-
ingly diverse student population—in race and ethnicity, age, gender, sexu-
ality, religion, etc.—they are encountering an equally increasing diversity in 
the level of spiritual and theological formation that students have received 
prior to attending seminary.34 It cannot be assumed that students have been 
partially prepared in faith or skill by families of origin, congregations, or 
even undergraduate institutions. As a result, seminaries have needed to fill 
formational gaps in order for students to be prepared adequately for min-
istry. Many seminaries have observed the need for leadership courses and 
skill development and have worked to address those gaps, some quite suc-
cessfully. Moreover, some seminaries now offer master’s and doctor of min-
istry degrees in the field of leadership. Knowing that seminaries must not be 
relied upon to provide all of the formation that individuals require through-
out their careers, it is incumbent upon schools to frame students’ profes-
sional formation in the broader context of ongoing, lifelong professional 
development.35 Even though ministerial authorization or standing does 
not require universal continuing education as do other professions such as 
medicine, law, or counseling, some seminaries have developed community-
wide programs through which ministerial leaders can engage in this type 
of ongoing learning and skill development.

On the other hand, today’s seminary students report a broader range 
of vocational and experiential backgrounds than ever before.36 Students en-
tering seminary possess careers and degrees in business, engineering, tech-
nology, communications, health care, and law, among others. Many of these 
students have acquired leadership knowledge and experience from these 
previous (or current) careers, and some have even participated in intensive 
career-based leadership development programs. Seminaries need to remain 
attentive to helping students identify those already-nurtured leadership 
gifts that can enhance ministry practice, as well as set aside those acquired 
skills which are not as beneficial for ministry. Employing intentional strate-
gies in coursework and field education to extract, integrate, and build upon 
prior leadership learnings is instrumental for both educators and students 
and will only serve to enhance ministry preparation. 
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Conclusions

Seminary graduates themselves report that their theological education 
did not prepare them fully for congregational leadership; likewise, “denom-
inations and congregations are increasingly calling for ministers who are 
effective administrators and leaders.”37 In particular, denominational lead-
ers like myself hold in tension the “30,000-foot view” of seeing the effects 
of the dearth of leadership skills on congregations experiencing change at 
an unprecedented rate in modern history with the knowledge that the re-
sources needed to train and resource pastors with these skills are decreas-
ing along with membership.38 Even so, equipping ministers with all of the 
leadership knowledge and expertise in the world would impact the trends 
that U.S. religious congregations are experiencing only minimally, at best, 
due to the many factors affecting religious life and practice today. 

Nevertheless, this time of rapid change for congregations and denom-
inations—and, consequently, for ministers—holds a great deal of excite-
ment and promise. What is required of ministerial leaders is changing be-
cause what is being required of congregations and other ministry settings 
is changing. The paths that are being forged defy the traditional boundaries 
between sacred and secular—communities of faith are beginning to form 
unique partnerships, experiment and cross boundaries, and re-vision their 
commitments.39 These new paths and possibilities call for ministers who 
possess deepened leadership practices and perspectives as well as wisdom 
and experience in the ways of organizations. Congregations that are not yet 
on that path need these same ministers to creatively and courageously lead 
them through change, even if change means closure or complete transfor-
mation. Whatever the context, leadership excellence is a prized essential for 
denominations and congregations alike, and it is incumbent upon us to de-
velop these capacities in current and future ministers to lead the now and 
the next. 
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