
SCN Thoughts on Organizational Vulnerabilities of the Church of the Brethren 

Since the passage of the 1983 paper on Human Sexuality, the toddlers and children that played in the 
Annual Conference hallways throughout that debate have grown up in a denomination that has struggled to 
define itself in a world transformed by technology access and increasing diversity, even as it retains its core 
principles. 

• We have no creed but Christ. 
• The New Testament is our rule of faith and practice. 
• All war is sin. 
• In Christ there is neither male nor female, neither white nor yellow nor black nor red nor brown. 
• Christ calls us to a simple lifestyle, to service to our neighbors, to integrity of speech. 
• Conform to Christ rather than to the world. 
• Moderation in things good; abstinence from things harmful. 
• The New Testament ordinances: believers' baptism; anointing for healing; the love feast with its meal 

and washing. 

As we engage in developing a new compelling vision process intended to serve as the foundation for the 
future direction of the denomination, it is appropriate to examine currently observed practices that may threaten 
its success. Each item is presented to stimulate consideration of how today’s actions, however well intended, 
lead to outcomes that impact structural and relational viability of the Church of the Brethren.  

Our denomination is a product of the heritage we have received, institutional actions that have been taken 
formally and informally, and the decisions we make personally. Within these factors we either follow or fall 
away from the principles we now claim as our statement of faith.  

When reflecting upon denominational practices intended to navigate the terrain of discord, three practices 
are identified for further consideration by those interested in the long term impact of the Church of the Brethren 
on individuals and the world.  

1. Replicating the destructive trappings of polarity that now dominate our culture. Despite our intent to 
conform to Christ rather than to the world, we now reflect the polarity that permeates our society. 
Polarities are not differences; they are anchors that bind a person to a particular position and need to be 
managed within an organization if the organization is to endure. Two current polarities within the 
denomination - a belief in Biblical literalism and a belief in the worth of all persons as children of God – 
have resulted in the loss of a unifying direction for the Church of the Brethren. Just as polarization in our 
nation has allowed for demeaning, misleading, and threatening words and ways, within our beloved 
denomination we have allowed for them, too, despite our claim to adhere to our core principles.     

Whether or not the denomination remains together as the Church of the Brethren, its future and its 
history are threatened by how we conduct ourselves within our current polarities. We are unlikely to 
abandon our positions because they are grounded in our personal beliefs, but we can manage them by 
assuming the mantle of Christ who walked among us as God’s chosen teacher. Christ listened. Christ 
asked questions. Christ loved us and instructed us to do the same. In the footsteps of Christ, we are 
called to relinquish our need to win at the expense of others or to assume ‘we’ are right and ‘they’ are 
wrong. When the drive of one person or group is to wield power over other persons, the calling of the 
faith community falls short of its principles and its future is threatened. Such behavior, in public or 
behind closed doors, should stop and be held accountable. 

Stemming such inappropriate behavior can occur when a safe forum is provided for such actions to be 
reported to those in leadership roles who can call the offenders into accountability. The success of this 
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strategy rests on the integrity of those receiving the information to address the matter courageously and 
effectively.  

To generate a trustworthy format of accountability requires that it include persons of a variety of 
identities, perspectives, and experiences. Without such inclusion, the integrity of both the roles they fill 
and the outcomes of their work can be viewed with suspicion. The personal commitment to discontinue 
actions contributing to destructive polarity coupled with a reliable circle of action – reaction – 
accountability can rebuild confidence that the denomination does, indeed, live out its principles whether 
it remains as one body or moves into separate beings.  

2. Confusing delegation of authority with delegation of responsibility. Authority is the right and power to 
enforce the rules. Responsibility is the act of being accountable.  
 
A brief review of Annual Conference business in the last decade reveals an increasing emphasis on 
items of governance rather than items of faith enhancement. Query after query has requested 
clarification of roles and the authority they carry, often with a response to refer the question to an 
existing group or to delegate decision making to a more localized branch of the organizational tree. 
During the heat of the Annual Conference or meeting debate, this may appear to be a logical and 
justifiable direction, however, in practice it becomes a destructive force that weakens the denomination 
by the lack of an overarching statement of theology that holds all districts accountable for the Jesus way. 
Deferring critical questions to districts can sever ties between congregations and districts, thus crippling 
the denomination as a whole.  
 
Organizations are defined by what holds them together. Delegation of authority in the absence of a 
strong organizational culture means that disparate groups are asked to wrestle with and resolve issues 
that cannot be managed by the organization as a whole. While such delegation reduces conflict at the 
organizational level and can yield coveted power for those to whom the authority was delegated, 
ultimately, the practice divides and dissolves the functionality of the organization as a whole.  
 
Authority to act can be delegated but responsibility for actions cannot. In the Church of the Brethren, 
years of fatigue have contributed to a growing tension between waiting for the Body to come to accord 
(even if that accord is acceptance of different positions) and an eagerness to resolve differences (as long 
as the resolution reflects ‘my’ perspective). Sadly, we are sending mixed messages about our position as 
a peace church. We speak loudly against oppression and violence or about uncompromisingly 
proclaiming belief in Jesus, often forgetting that peace isn’t the absence of conflict. It is facing conflict 
and finding a way to bring respect and fair treatment to all, wherever and however we are able. We have 
within us the resources to peacefully resolve our conflicts as a model of peacemaking in a divided world.  
 

3. Confusing passionate leadership and skilled leadership. The Church of the Brethren has been blessed 
with passionate leaders and with skilled leaders. Frequently those qualities were found in the same 
person. As organizations have grown increasingly complex, the requirements for effective leadership 
have expanded to include skill in leading the business aspect of the organization as well as an 
unwavering passion for mission fulfillment. And all this occurs in a time of accountability with 
expectations of transparency. Leadership is challenging. 

Leaders, especially those of non-profit organizations, are expected to be courageous and to inspire 
others. They are expected to manage ambiguity and change, to understand consequences, to 
communicate well and relate well to people, to manage conflict and tolerate stress, to be far reaching in 
their thoughts and understand the web of consequences for their actions, to solve problems and to 
embrace the involvement of others in the work of the organization. Each of these are skill sets that can 
be developed in a person so that both the business side and mission side of the organization thrive. It is 
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unlikely to find persons who embody the skills and passion for effective leaders without having had 
sufficient training and opportunity to develop them effectively. 

When an organization faces difficult challenges, internal or external, finding skilled, passionate leaders 
is essential to the viability of the organization but increasingly difficult. The Church of the Brethren has 
been slow to seek out or create substantial organizational leadership development opportunities that 
equip passionate women and men with skills to provide needed leadership at multiple levels of the 
organization. Higher education institutions associated with the Church of the Brethren host many 
resources for organizational leadership that could be brought together for the benefit of local 
congregations, districts, denominational officials and committees. Fear of progressive or conservative 
leaning bias should not dissuade the effort. 

A general review of organizational effectiveness in recent years does not provide evidence of any 
organization that has overcome its challenges without passionate and well-skilled leadership. Leadership 
matters. However, there are abundant examples of organizations who relied on persons who were 
passionate about the organization’s mission but whose technical leadership skills were insufficient to 
sustain the organization. Growing skilled and passionate leaders to serve the Church of the Brethren and 
beyond may be its most pressing challenge if the organization is going to survive. 

The Church of the Brethren can be a powerful agent for transforming a world in desperate need of love for all of 
God’s children. The question is whether or not the denomination can overcome any self-limiting behaviors in 
order to receive God’s renewing breath of life and endure. 
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