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Abstract

When the Ground Moves: A Case Study in Black Church
Leadership and Congregational Resilience
By Maria Crompton

This doctoral project, When the Ground Moves: A Case Study in Black Church Leadership
and Congregational Resilience, examines how Black congregations navigate disruption and
cultivate resilience in the face of significant institutional, relational, and contextual shifts.
Grounded in both sociological and theological frameworks, this study defines
congregational resilience as the capacity of a faith community to adapt to disruption,
mobilize internal and external resources, construct meaning in seasons of instability, and
maintain its witness within both church and community.

Using Elmwood United Presbyterian Church as a case study, this project explores a period
of profound transition marked by financial crisis, leadership change, and the consolidation
of multiple worship sites into a single location. While the initial disruption destabilized the
congregation’s structures, identity, and sense of continuity, it also created conditions for
reimagining ministry, strengthening the community, and clarifying the church’s mission.

This project draws upon qualitative interviews with church members, focus groups, a
review of historical documents, conflict management, adaptive change, and Black Church
literature. It identifies key practices that contributed to ElImwood’s resilience. These include
engaging community resources, cultivating new practices, and preserving a shared sense of
identity amid change.

This project argues that resilience is not merely the ability to survive disruption but the
capacity to be transformed through it. For Black churches, whose histories are deeply
intertwined with struggle and survival, resilience is both inherited and enacted. Ultimately,
this study offers a framework for leaders seeking to guide congregations through shifting
ground, demonstrating that while disruption is inevitable, it can also serve as a catalyst for
renewal, deeper purpose, and sustained communal impact.
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Introduction

In the creation narrative, ground is sacred. It is the beginning of all life and the place from
which creation emerges, and humanity is formed. God speaks, and the ground responds. When
humanity is formed, God takes the dust of the ground, breathes the breath of God into it, and
adam, the earth creature shaped from adamah, the ground, becomes a living being. This
understanding of ground as sacred is also presented in Exodus. When Moses encounters God in
the wilderness in the form of a burning bush, he is instructed by God to remove his sandals, “for
the place on which you are standing is holy ground” (Exodus 3:5). The act of removing his
sandals was not only an expression of reverence in the presence of God, but also placed Moses in
direct contact with the very substance from which he was formed, the ground. Throughout
scripture, ground functions as the primary meeting place for God and God’s people. From the
Garden of Eden, where God walks with humanity, to Hagar’s encounter with God in the
wilderness, to the mountains where Moses, Elijah, and Jesus come face to face with God’s
presence, Scripture consistently portrays the ground as the meeting place for God and God’s
people. Across the biblical text, the ground has come to represent more than a physical location.
It signifies presence and stability, and provides the divine assurance that, even in times of

uncertainty and instability, God is present with and among God’s people.

Ground is sacred. In the Black context, this has always been true. Ground has consistently
functioned as a meeting place for God within the Black experience. In many African cultures, the
ground is viewed as more than physical space. It is a living, sacred resource that connects the
ancestors, the living, and generations yet to come. Even when land was stolen and Black people

were forcibly transported to unfamiliar ground, they found ways to connect with God. They



worshiped in slave quarters, and in brush harbors and created space on enslaved ground that

became holy ground because God was present.

Ground is sacred in both the Biblical tradition and in the Black experience. However,
sacred ground is not always still. Both Scripture and history testify that sacred ground can be
disrupted. What happens in ministry, in leadership, in the life of a congregation, when the ground
moves? What do we do when the place that once provided stability begins to shake? How do we
respond when the very place where we once met and encountered God begins to crumble? For
many Black churches, including the congregation at the center of this case study, this isn’t just a
metaphor; it is a lived experience. This research project explores what it means for a church to
stand when the ground beneath it begins to move, and how leaders can cultivate resilience before

the shaking, during the disruption, and long after the ground settles.

The Ground We Knew

Elmwood United Presbyterian Church, located in East Orange, New Jersey, has long
been known for its robust and vigorous ministry. In the early 2000s, EImwood was the largest
African American congregation in the Presbyterian Church (USA), with over 1,000 members and
the only multi-locational Presbyterian church with three worshipping communities in three cities
in New Jersey: East Orange, West Orange, and Newark. Elmwood Church is uniquely known for
two reasons: first, its exceptional music ministry, which features multiple choirs and a diverse
musical repertoire. Elmwood’s choirs have been invited to sing nationwide, and the youth choir,
G-Fy-G, won McDonald’s Gospel Fest and recorded an album. Second, the most distinguished
and eminent preachers, teachers, and theological thinkers were invited to speak at Elmwood.
Notable preachers such as Dr. Renita Weems, Dr. James Cone, and Dr. Carolyn Ann Knight are

just a few who have graced the pulpit of Elmwood Church. Dr. Jeremiah A. Wright Jr. preached



Elmwood’s annual fall revival for twenty-five years. Those services would draw people from all
over the state, and the sanctuary would be standing-room-only. During a focus group session
with Elmwood members, Elder Gerald Belgrave recalled that during this period, Elmwood had a
budget of about 2.7 million dollars and brought in over 1 million dollars in tithes and offerings

alone'.

During this period, Elmwood was led by a dynamic senior pastor who was widely known
and regarded for his visionary and innovative leadership. His influence reached far beyond the
church and extended into the city of East Orange and the Presbyterian Church, USA. Although
Elmwood is a Presbyterian congregation, the pastor was known for challenging the traditions of
the church and, at times, for operating outside denominational polity. His success, both in the
church and within the denomination, created an environment where this kind of latitude was
accepted and rarely questioned. One of the defining marks of his leadership was his commitment
to developing new ministers. Many of the seminary interns and young ministers who served
under his leadership have gone on to become successful ministers and faith leaders in their own

right.

Elmwood was an extraordinary congregation, engaged in impactful ministry and led by a
visionary leader. In 2013, the church expanded its pastoral leadership by calling two associate
pastors to serve alongside the senior pastor, making this the first time in the presbytery’s history
that a church called two associate pastors simultaneously. This was an exciting time for
Elmwood. The church appeared to be on solid ground, with no visible sign that the ground would

shift.

! Elder Gerald Belgrave, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023



When the Ground Began to Move

However, the ground was not as solid as it appeared. In April of 2014, just six months
after the historic installation of two associate pastors, the senior pastor wrote a letter to the
congregation admitting to misappropriating church finances. In his report to the Budget and

Finance Committee, the pastor offers the following explanation:

Several years ago, Elmwood received a loan from the Presbytery of Newark in the
amount of $350,000 to be used for renovation work at Elmwood Central. Between
August 2012 and March 25, 2014, $240,000 of those funds earmarked for the renovation
of Elmwood Central was used to keep Elmwood’s ministry afloat. When presented with
urgent bills that could not otherwise be paid, I made the decision to borrow those funds
from the Central Renovation Fund with the intention of repaying them. I take full
responsibility for my actions.?

The senior pastor goes on to write that the following considerations contributed to his decision:

1. The larger vision of Elmwood United Presbyterian Church was at stake and needed to
be protected at all cost.

2. There were no other funds available to make up the operating budget deficit.

3. Even if I called a session meeting around this matter... there were no other options
available short of closing shop.’

What we see reflected in this statement is far more than a financial decision. When the
circumstances leading to the pastor’s decision are considered, it becomes clear that the
misappropriation of church funds resulted from the need to maintain the ministry and vision of
the church with limited resources. Instead of bringing these concerns before the session, the
church’s governing board, so the leaders could collectively discern a way forward, the pastor
independently decided to use renovation funds to cover ministry expenses. Not only did this
decision violate financial trust, but it also bypassed the accountability structures established by

Presbyterian polity. In his letter, the pastor offered recommendations as a way forward. He

2 Robert Burkins, Report to Budget and Finance Committee, April 11, 2014
3 Robert Burkins, Report to Budget and Finance Committee, April 11, 2014



hoped for a quick fix, an easy solution, and for the Session to quietly find a way to replenish the
funds. However, this admission set in motion a series of events that would leave the church

financially, emotionally, and spiritually shaken.

By the end of 2014, the Presbytery had concluded an investigation into Elmwood’s
finances, revealing years of financial impropriety. In June 2015, amid the negative attention and
heightened scrutiny, the senior pastor retired after 28 years, leaving the remaining associate
pastors to provide leadership for the congregation. In June 2016, the church voted to call the two
associates as co-pastors. While both accepted the call, the co-pastor model presented challenges.
Co-pastoring requires its own sense of call and space for discernment. In this case, the associates
were thrust into this role to meet the moment, but there was no clearly articulated call and very

little space for discernment.

In 2017, one of the co-pastors accepted another call, leaving the remaining pastor to lead
Elmwood alone. By this point, Elmwood had survived a financial scandal, the retirement of a
longtime pastor, and the relocation of an associate pastor who had been with the church for ten
years. However, it became clear that if the church was going to grow, the congregation would
have to traverse its most challenging transition to date: merging its three worshipping
communities into one. With only one pastor, declining membership, and the church recovering
financially, the one church in three locations model was no longer sustainable. On May 6, 2018,
Elmwood held its first service as one church in one location with one vision. Although the
merger was ultimately successful, it was not without struggle. The decision to consolidate cost
the church members, financial resources, and momentum. Today, however, Elmwood United
Presbyterian Church is a thriving congregation with a new mission, new members, new leaders,

new energy, new hope, and new life. The ground did move, but it did not crumble.



Transition on Holy Ground

All it takes is one scandal, one conflict, one crisis to cause serious harm to the health and
harmony of a church. Elmwood not only survived one crisis, but this congregation survived a
series of significant transitions in a short period of time. Successfully navigating conflict and
controversy would be a substantial feat for any church, but it is particularly significant for a
Black Church®. In her book, That’s My Pew: Resolving Conflict in the African-American Church,
Stephanie Hampton Credle describes the unique challenges many Black congregations face when

confronted with conflict. She writes:

Church membership is central to the lives of the majority of African Americans.... Black
people went to church to escape conflict, hostility, hopelessness, and pain.... The church
was the ideal family structure where conflict was unexpected and often ignored.’

Conlflict and change happen in every church, but they take on a very different meaning in the
Black Church context. There are three key factors that shape how conflict and change are
addressed and experienced in many Black churches. They are history, identity, and theology.

Each of these factors plays a distinct role in Black life and in the Black experience.

The first factor is history. In The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song,

Henry Louis Gates writes:

No pillar of the African American community has been more central to its history,
identity, and social justice vision than the “Black Church”.....The Black Church functions
on several levels, as a spiritual center—a place of worship—and as a social center and a
cultural repository as well...°

4 In this project, the term Black is capitalized to acknowledge the cultural, historical, and political identity
formed among people of African descent. Black churches refer to individual congregations. The term "white" is not
capitalized because it functions primarily as a racial descriptor rather than as a shared cultural identity.

> Dr. Stephanie Hampton Credle, That’s My Pew: Resolving Conflict in the African American Church.
(Canada: Essence Publishing, 2017), 106-107.

¢ Henry Louis Gates Jr., The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song (New York: Penguin Press,
2021). 1.



For Black people, the Black Church has always functioned as more than a place of worship.
Historically, the church has served as a place of refuge in times of crisis, a meeting place for the
community, a training ground for public leaders, and a safe space where Black music, language,
and expression have been nurtured and affirmed. The church has also played a key role in social
and political engagement. Major social movements, from Abolition to Civil Rights to Black
Lives Matter, have their origins in the Black Church. In The Black Church in the African
American Experience, C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya discuss how the church

functioned within the larger community:

Historically, black churches have usually played a major role in providing a meeting
place for community events. During the slavery period and after, church buildings were
often the only large halls available for such events in black communities.’

When oppressive social systems excluded Black people from full participation in society, the
church functioned as a space for community and belonging. For these reasons, when significant
changes occur within the Black Church, their impact extends beyond the institution and reaches
the entire community. When the ground moves, the space that once brought people together can
begin to feel uncertain, unstable, and even unsafe. This disruption not only impacts the life of the
congregation but also ripples through the broader community that depends on the church for

support, resources, and care.

The second factor is identity. Many Black congregations, including Elmwood, were built
by people who had to fight for legitimacy in both American society and within predominantly
white denominations, like the PCUSA. Prominent Civil Rights leader and longtime Black

Church pastor, Otis Moss Jr., observes,

7 C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the African-American Experience (Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 1990), 97.



In that Black worship experience, somebody called you sister, brother, mother, Mr., a
whole community of dignity and recognition and somebody-ness.®

When Black people were told by the world that they were nobody, the church was the one place
they could be somebody. Outside the church, they were servants, maids, or butlers, but inside the
church, they were pastors, deacons, trustees, and leaders. Oprah Winfrey also recognizes the role

of the church in shaping Black identity:

The church...gave people a sense of value and of belonging and worthiness. I don’t know
how we could have survived as a people without it.’

The Black Church became a space of dignity, agency, and affirmation for a people whose
identities were shaped by oppression and exclusion. So, when the ground moves, it shakes not
only an institution and a community, but also the sense of identity, worth, and belonging that the

church has helped to create.

The third factor that shapes how conflict and change are addressed and experienced in
many Black churches is theology. In The Little Book of Conflict Transformation, John Paul

Lederach, asserts the following about conflict:

A transformational approach recognizes that conflict is a normal and continuous dynamic
within human relationships. Moreover, conflict brings with it the potential for
constructive change. Positive change does not always happen, of course. As we know too
well, many times conflict results in long-standing cycles of hurt and destruction. But the
key to transformation is a proactive bias toward seeing conflict as a potential catalyst for
growth.!°

While Lederach frames conflict as a normal dynamic within human relationships that brings with
it the potential for constructive change, many Black churches have historically approached

conflict quite differently. Conflict, in many Black churches, is viewed as being “not of God.” In

8 Gates, The Black Church. 12.
° Gates, The Black Church. 12.
19 John Paul Lederach, The Little Book of Conflict Transformation (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2003), 15.



That’s My Pew, Stephanie Hampton Credle argues that within the Black Church, conflict is often

perceived as inconsistent with Christian beliefs. She writes,

Research has found that conflict in the church is often viewed as antithetical to Christian
values...the presence of conflict among church members and leaders is often viewed as
demonic rather than a normal part of church life,'!

Unity is often equated with holiness and disagreement with disobedience. So, when conflict
arises, rather than being seen as an opportunity for growth or transformation, it is often viewed as
shameful or as a threat to the unity and to the spiritual integrity of the church. When the ground
moves in the Black Church, it not only shakes the institution, the community, and collective

identity; it also disrupts how people understand, experience, and interpret God.

In addition to the history, identity, and theology of the Black Church, another factor to
consider is leadership. Scholars C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya note that African
American congregations historically invested significant authority in the personality and

leadership of the pastor. They argue,

Black churches are predominantly pastor-centered institutions, with Black clergy having
a greater degree of authority than their white counterparts...!?

In many Black Churches, leadership is personality-driven and built on close, personal
relationships. Pastors are not just spiritual leaders; they are community advocates, parental
figures, counselors, and first responders. Leadership in the Black Church is not only pastoral, for
most people, but it’s also deeply personal. So, when the ground moves, leadership transitions are

often experienced as personal loss.

The Questions Beneath Our Feet

' Credle, That’s My Pew 106-107.
12 Lincoln and Mamiya, The Black Church in the African-American Experience, 349.
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Although navigating conflict and controversy is particularly challenging in the Black
church context, ElImwood United Presbyterian Church withstood multiple shifts that shook its
core and today serves as a living example that faith can still stand, even after the ground moves.
My research questions emerge from the need not only to identify the specific elements that have
enabled Elmwood to recover from the shaking, but also to emerge as a stronger, more sustainable
structure. This project examines the experiences of Elmwood members during the transition
period with the aim of assisting other congregations, pastors, and faith leaders in navigating
change in their own contexts, by asking: What are the factors that have enabled ElImwood to not
only recover from a series of significant transitions, but also emerge as a stronger, more
sustainable church? How can other Black congregations successfully navigate change and

transition within their own contexts?

For this project, it was crucial to capture the impact of the crisis from the perspective of
Elmwood members and to hear, in their own words, how this crisis affected their lives, their
faith, and the church. This project draws upon qualitative interviews with church members, focus
groups, personal observation, a review of historical documents, including Session minutes and
correspondence sent to the congregation during the crisis, conflict management, adaptive change,
and Black Church literature. I began this study anticipating reluctance and possibly some
resistance from members who may feel skeptical and embarrassed by my decision to write about
this painful period in the church’s history. However, I discovered that ElImwood members were
eager to share their experiences, and some even expressed appreciation for the opportunity to
process their thoughts and feelings about a significant moment in the church's life. Elmwood’s
resilience and its ability to rise and rebuild after the shaking is a story that should not only be

shared but studied.
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Beneath the Surface

After the senior pastor informed the congregation of his mishandling of church finances,
the ground beneath Elmwood began to shift. The finances were in complete disarray; all staff had
to be let go due to the church’s inability to pay their salaries, and church attendance began to
decline. Beyond the impact on the church’s finances, the pastor’s admission also affected
membership, momentum, and perhaps most significantly, the trust and confidence of the
congregation. To understand how Elmwood was able to rebuild, it is first necessary to examine
the conditions that caused the ground to shift in the first place. A careful review of the responses
from participants in this study revealed three recurring themes that may have contributed to the
destabilization of the church: (a) the lack of transparency, (b) the absence of accountability, and

(c) the autonomy of the senior pastor.

Conlflict and discord surrounding church finances are not unique to Elmwood. In That’s
My Pew, Stephanie Hampton Credle identifies six recurring conflict themes within the African
American church, naming financial processes and practices as the fourth. According to her study,
examples include the mismanagement of financial responsibilities by church leaders, perceptions
that members who give more receive greater privileges, manipulation used to encourage giving,
and disputes over pastoral compensation'*. These tensions demonstrate how financial practices
can quickly become points of congregational instability when members perceive inequity or a
lack of transparency in leadership decisions. ElImwood’s experience reflects this broader pattern.

To assess the awareness of the congregation regarding the financial condition of the church prior

13 Credle, That’s My Pew, 117.
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to the Senior pastor’s announcement, the following questions were posed to research
participants:

1. How much did you know about Elmwood’s finances at the time?

2. Did you believe that the church’s leadership was transparent about how the church’s

money was being spent?
3. How comfortable were you with asking questions about the church’s budget?

Responses from participants suggest that while the pastor’s admission was unexpected, it was not
at all surprising. Many members indicated that, prior to the announcement, there were already
concerns about transparency and financial practices. Mary Puryear, the church’s treasurer, who
assumed the role following the mismanagement, described herself as a proud “pew warmer”

prior to 2014 and reflected on her limited awareness of the church’s financial practices:

I was an absolute pew warmer and didn’t know how the money was being spent. What
we went through was not the first financial situation Elmwood found itself in. When one
of the building funds disappeared, I had to make up my mind about what I was going to
do. I knew why I was giving money. What they did with it would be what they had to
answer to.'*

Mary’s comments reflect a posture shared by several participants. For many members, there
needed to be a clear distinction between personal faithfulness in giving and responsibility for the
church's management of funds. In other words, members gave out of faith and their personal

relationship with God, and they trusted the church to steward those resources appropriately.

Elder Chris Ross, a 46-year member of ElImwood who served in multiple leadership roles,
including treasurer and chair of the personnel committee, recalled that there have always been

concerns about the church’s budgeting practices:

There was always some issue with the budget. When the pledges were nowhere near the
budget that was presented, a mysterious number would come from a mysterious service

14 Mary Puryear, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.
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that would take place and all of a sudden the budget balanced. ... The truth was not
always being told. What was being told was what people were willing to buy into.!”

Other participants shared similar experiences. Elder Valerie Best recalled an incident around
2009 when the scholarship committee raised approximately $10,000 raised for scholarships,
which disappeared without explanation. Deacon Andrea Belgrave described a situation involving

the proceeds from the sale of Hillside and Valley Presbyterian Church:

There was supposed to be a million dollars after Elmwood acquired the church and sold
it. But in a meeting shortly after the sale, the senior pastor reported, ‘After paying taxes
and after paying this and after paying that, there was nothing.” And we believed him.
Money came, and it went, and no one knew what happened. '

These accounts from members suggest that financial irregularities were not isolated incidents,
but reflected a longstanding pattern at Elmwood. After several participants shared similar stories,
I posed the following question to the group: If there was little financial transparency and many
members had concerns about how money was being spent, why do you think people continued to

attend church and give financially?
Elder William “Willow” Brown offered the following clarification:
I wouldn’t say there wasn’t transparency....it was just the transparency we were offered.

Things were shared, but what was shared didn’t tell the whole story.!”

Elder Karen Jackson added a necessary distinction, noting that while attendance remained

strong, presence did not always translate into financial giving. She said,

Not everyone continued to give. People came to church, but not everyone gave.'®

15 Elder Chris Ross, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.

16 Deacon Andrea Belgrave, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.
17 Elder William Brown, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.

18 Elder Karen Jackson, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.
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Elder Anita Mack added to the narrative by reminding the group that questioning leadership was
not new at Elmwood. She referenced The Advocates, a group formed in the late 1990s and early

2000s to push for greater accountability:

The problems with finances go way back. Do you remember ‘The Advocates’? My father
was a part of that. People were mad at The Advocates because they questioned
everything. My father worked at a bank and was the treasurer, and he would say,
something isn’t right.'’

According to these findings, the ground beneath Elmwood had been shifting long before it gave
way in 2014. Although congregational involvement and church attendance remained consistent
and everything appeared stable, beneath the surface, there were ongoing concerns and even some
resistance from members regarding the finances of the church. When pressed on why more
members did not question the lack of financial accountability, Elder William “Willow” Brown

offered the following insight:

I think we didn’t question because whenever money was needed, the money would
appear.?’

Elder Brown’s comments are indicative of a larger theological and cultural understanding within
the Black Church context. In many Black congregations, provision is often prioritized over
process. As long as the church maintains its ability to meet needs and sustain ministry, the
absence of accountability structures is overlooked and viewed as evidence of God’s presence and
provision. This was certainly the case at Elmwood. The ministry was visibly thriving, and
Elmwood continued to grow; therefore, the lack of financial transparency became a lesser

priority.

19 Elder Anita Mack, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023
20 Elder William “Willow” Brown, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023
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In addition to a lack of transparency, this study revealed an absence of accountability as a
contributing factor in the church's financial misconduct. When asked to share their initial
feelings and reactions to the senior pastor’s announcement, Elder Roxanne Burris said the

following:

I was angry and upset. [ remember the letter. I remember there was a congregational
meeting to discuss the letter, but what I remember most was thinking, how did the ruling
people- the Session- allow this to happen? And also, how did we as the congregation? We
stopped looking at budgets during the congregational meetings, and we didn’t see any
numbers for a number of years.?!

In Presbyterian polity, there is a system of financial accountability that every PCUSA
congregation is expected to follow. According to the Book of Order, the Budget and Finance
Committee is responsible for developing the church’s budget, providing the Session with
monthly financial reports, and ensuring that designated funds are used for their given purpose.
All PCUSA churches are also required to submit to an annual audit of their financial records.
According to the information provided by the participants of this study, not only were the
financial protocols set by the denomination not being practiced at Elmwood, but those who
raised concerns about the budget and dared to question the church’s financial practices were
dismissed and often ostracized. Mary Puryear recalled a time she attended a congregational
meeting where the financial reporting didn’t make sense. When she raised her hand to ask a
question, she immediately felt uncomfortable. Elder Debbra Smith shared that whenever
discussions about finances became intense or contentious, someone would raise their hand and
say, “I move to close this discussion.”?? Elder Gerald Belgrave remarked that whenever someone

openly disagreed with the pastor, they were “drawn into his quarters.”?* This is a reference to the

21 Elder Roxanne Burris, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.
22 Elder Debbra Smith, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.
23 Elder Gerald Belgrave, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.
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pastor’s practice of bringing people into his office after a public disagreement. These reflections

not only reveal an absence of accountability but also an active resistance to it.

Elder Belgrave’s reference to the senior pastor’s practice of “calling in” public dissenters
leads us to the third contributing factor to the church's financial misconduct: the autonomy of the

pastor. Dr. Credle addresses this matter in her book:

African American pastors are granted considerable autonomy in conducting the affairs of
the church. The power distance between the church and clergy may result in a hesitancy
to confront issues. The members of a church may also be hesitant to confront pastoral
leadership because of the belief that pastors are called by God to lead the church
congregation. Questioning a pastor’s authority can therefore be tantamount to questioning
God’s sovereignty and will.>

The power distance between the church and clergy described by Dr. Credle was undoubtedly
present at Elmwood. Throughout this study, the pastor was referred to as “a Christian

29 ¢¢

strongman,” “a dictator,” and “intimidating.” Rather than relying on the accountability systems
set forth by the denomination, the pastor often made autonomous decisions regarding the
church's finances. In the letter submitted to the congregation, the senior pastor admitted to
operating independently and assumed full responsibility for the misappropriation of church
funds. Beyond the senior pastor circumventing the PCUSA’s financial protocols and making
independent decisions regarding the church’s finances, study participants also noted that he
would frequently use manipulative tactics to motivate people to give. Elder Debbra Smith

remembers that whenever the pastor needed to raise money, he would stand before the

congregation and say,

I’m going to start this offering off with $100, and I need ten people to also give $100.%

24 Credle, That’s My Pew, 27.
25 Elder Debbra Smith, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.
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Elder Karen Jackson recalls,
He knew who the top givers were, and he could go to them and get the money he needed.?

Above ground, Elmwood appeared to be a thriving and flourishing congregation with a
dynamic pastoral staff, engaging worship experiences, multiple campuses, and visible growth.
Beneath the surface, however, there were three contributing factors to the instability of the
church: the lack of transparency, the absence of accountability, and the autonomy of the Senior
Pastor. These factors did not immediately disrupt the congregation, but over time, they weakened

the foundation.
Finding Footing

When the ground moves, communities respond. Some struggle to recover after the
shaking, whereas others are able to shift, adapt, and eventually regain stability. Having identified
the problem that caused the ground to move at Elmwood, [ now turn to the question of how
Elmwood was able to rise and rebuild after enduring multiple transitions. With this question in
mind, this research identifies and explores the three components that contributed to Elmwood’s

resilience. In sociological research, community resilience is defined as

The existence, development, and engagement of community resources by community
members to thrive in an environment characterized by change, uncertainty,
unpredictability, and surprise.?’

Here, resilience is understood as a community’s capacity to adapt after disruption by mobilizing

internal and external resources. Community resilience in the Black Church context, however,

26 Elder Karen Jackson, Focus Group with the author, November 29, 2023.
27 Magis, K. (2010). Community Resilience: An Indicator of Social Sustainability. Society & Natural
Resources, 23(5), 401-416. https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920903305674.
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must be understood, not only in sociological terms, but also in religious terms. According to

Shaonta Allen,

Religious resilience refers to a religious artifact’s capacity to withstand changes.. .that
would otherwise undermine its value, yet instead the artifact maintains its perception as a
significant component of society that fundamentally influences the lives of individuals
and groups.?®

Although Allen applies this concept to religious artifacts, this project applies the same
framework to the church as an institution whose continued presence and influence demonstrate
religious resilience. When this concept is applied to religious communities, it raises a broader
question about how congregations respond to disruption. Resilience within a religious
community extends beyond the ability to simply endure or withstand change. It also involves a
community’s capacity to interpret disruption, find meaning in the uncertainty, and continue to

function as an influential presence in the lives of its members and in the broader society.

For the purposes of this research, both sociological and religious understandings of
resilience inform what this study identifies as congregational resilience. Congregational
resilience, in the Black Church context, is characterized by a congregation’s capacity to adapt
after disruption, mobilize its resources, discover new meaning in transition, and maintain its
influence in the church and community. For Elmwood, congregational resilience extended
beyond the church’s ability to survive multiple transitions. According to the research,
congregational resilience at Elmwood is defined by the church’s capacity to embrace three
essential components: engaging community resources, cultivating new practices, and preserving

a shared identity.

28 Allen, Shaonta’ E. 2023. “Is the Black Church Dead?: Religious Resilience and the Contemporary
Functions of Black Christianity" Religions 14, no. 4: 460. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel14040460.
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Engaging Community Resources

When I included resources as part of this study, my initial focus was primarily on external
supports the church received, such as grants, presbytery involvement, and the use of outside
consultants. However, during a focus group convened for the purpose of identifying from
Elmwood’s members, the components that contributed to Elmwood’s resilience, a different
understanding of resources emerged. When participants were asked about the resources available
to the church, almost immediately and without reservation, research participants emphasized that
the congregation’s greatest resource was its people. Several members shared that the skills,
experiences, and commitment of the congregation were central to Elmwood’s ability to navigate
transition and remain resilient. One member, Roxanne Burrus, recalled that the Deacons
continued to serve by meeting the needs of the members and visiting those who were sick and
homebound. Another member, Karen Jackson, highlighted the church treasurer and her pivotal
role in restoring trust and confidence in the church’s financial management. Another member,
Valerie Best, emphasized the church’s ministries and their ability to function and keep their

events and programs going as a key component to Elmwood’s survival. She said,

Despite the transition, the marriage enrichment ministry still met to support couples, the
scholarship committee still provided scholarships to young adults, and the youth ministry
continued to offer programming for our youth.*

One study participant remarked that the tithers and those who continued to give were also

resources that were integral to ElImwood’s success.

We wouldn’t be here if our members did not continue to give.>°

2 Valerie Best, Focus Group with the author, April 22, 2024.
30 Karen Jackson, Focus Group with the author, April 22, 2024.
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Elmwood’s reliance on resources within its own community reflects an asset-based
community development approach to community resilience. Asset-based community
development (ABCD) involves assessing the resources, skills, and experience within a
community rather than beginning with deficits or outstanding needs. This inclination proved to
be essential to ElImwood’s ability to navigate a period of instability and transition. In Asset
Building and Community Development, Gary Paul Green and Anna Haines describe the visioning

process of an asset-based approach in the following way:

The visioning process [of an asset-based approach to community development] focuses
on assets rather than the needs of the community. Visioning...does not begin with a
detailed analysis of trends or rely heavily on data to identify needs. Instead, it focuses on
community assets through the values of residents and the visions they have for their
community. 3!

Rather than focusing on what went wrong or waiting for an outside source to intervene,
Elmwood members chose to look inward and identify the resources already present within the
congregation. It was the internal resources that sustained the church through transition. The
ability to look inward during a difficult period demonstrates an essential component of
resilience: asset awareness. Asset awareness is a community’s willingness to identify and assess
the assets available within before seeking external assistance. For Elmwood, resilience began
with the conviction that not only would the church survive this difficult period, but that

everything necessary to do so was already present within the community.

This inward focus also revealed a second essential component of resilience: shared
responsibility. Members were not simply invested in Elmwood as attendees or worshippers.

Instead, they understood themselves to be responsible for the ministry and future of the church.

31 Gary Paul Green and Anna Haines, Asset Building & Community Development, 4th ed. (Los Angeles:
SAGE Publications, Inc., 2015). 90.
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Their willingness to invest their own time, skills, and financial resources reflects a level of
commitment to Elmwood that extends beyond attendance in worship. According to The Practice
of Adaptive Leadership by Ronald A. Heifetz, Marty Linsky, and Alexander Grashow there are
five signals that indicate that people feel a shared sense of responsibility for the organization’s
future: elephants in the room are named, responsibility is shared, independent judgment is
expected, leadership capacity is developed, and reflection/learning are institutionalized. As a way
of sharing responsibility for the organization’s future, one signal that was clearly visible at
Elmwood was people lending some of their own resources (personnel, time, budget,
equipment...).*> At Elmwood, members lent these resources and more. Deacons continued to
care for the sick and visit the homebound. Ministry leaders continued their programming.
Volunteers worked in the church office. Members continued to give, even in moments of
uncertainty. The actions of the congregation indicate that resilience extends beyond showing up
and requires shared responsibility. Elmwood would not have survived this season if its members
had remained marginally involved or if they had confined their participation to Sunday worship

alone.

Finally, this study reveals a third essential component of resilience: strength focus.
During the transition period, ElImwood members made a collective decision to focus not on the
series of setbacks but on the strengths of the congregation. Research participants recalled that
members were not ignoring the challenges, but chose to focus on what made Elmwood strong:
the people, ministries, relationships, and commitment of the congregation. ElImwood’s strength-

focused stance enabled the church to maintain faith, hope, and purpose even as the ground

32 Ronald A. Heifetz, Marty Linsky, and Alexander Grashow, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools
and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World (Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press, 2009)
168.
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shifted. Cormac Russell, Managing Director of Nurture Development, encourages church leaders
to start with what’s strong in their communities rather than what is wrong.>* When a
community’s focus centers on what’s wrong, it can become immobilized by fear, blame, and
loss. However, when communities intentionally focus on what is strong within them, they are
better positioned to adapt, mobilize resources, and move beyond the disruption. At ElImwood,
there were several things that had gone wrong, and these realities could not be ignored. However,
none of them were strong enough to erase the collective strength of the congregation. By

choosing to focus on their strengths, Elmwood was able to find footing after the ground moved.

These findings reveal that EImwood’s resilience started with asset awareness and was
sustained through shared responsibility and a strengths-based focus. However, congregational
resilience at Elmwood was not determined by internal resources alone. Research participants also
recalled that there were external sources that were crucial in supporting the church during this

difficult period.

There is a familiar adage in the African American community: what goes on in this
house, stays in this house. It is a saying spoken in many Black households and has been passed
down from generation to generation. Although this phrase may sound like something Black
families say to keep children from sharing “family business,” the fact is, it carries a deeper
meaning in the African American context. As people who have endured systemic racism,

exclusion, and institutional betrayal, what goes on in this house stays in this house was about

33 Cormac Russell, “Sustainable Community Development: From What’s Wrong to What’s Strong,”
TEDxExeter, October 2016, video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a5X6WJOk1eM.
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more than family secrets; it was about survival. It was one of the ways Black people maintained

their dignity and protected themselves from outside systems.

Historically, this mentality has not only been applied to Black homes, but it has also
shaped the way matters are managed in the Black Church. In the same way that Black families
want to protect the privacy and dignity of their households, Black congregations have the same
desire to protect the reputations of their churches. For many Black churches, challenges are
handled quietly and in-house. If there is a financial shortfall, the congregation rallies to raise the
money. When leadership is in conflict, members pull together to defend their leaders. Whether in
homes or in churches, the instinct is the same: what goes on in this house stays in this house.
This mindset, however, may serve to protect reputation and preserve dignity, but it also carries
risks. When congregations insist on handling everything on their own, not only does this place an
immense burden on their members, but it also closes them off from resources that exist beyond
the walls of the church. Resilience requires openness, and in moments of crisis, congregations
need access to every tool available so that they can restore what has been broken, rebuild trust,

and begin the work of regaining their footing.

For ElImwood, however, resilience required a different approach. When the ground began
to move at Elmwood, the senior pastor initially asked that the crisis be handled internally. His
approach reflected the “what goes on in this house stays in this house” mentality. However,
Elmwood is a congregation within the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), which means that
accountability and oversight extend beyond the local congregation. According to research
participants, the presbytery’s involvement in Elmwood’s affairs felt intrusive, embarrassing, and
deeply uncomfortable at first. As one of the few Black churches within a predominantly white

denomination, there was a sense of shame in having the church’s private struggles made public.
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However, what initially felt like an unwanted intrusion became essential to Elmwood’s

survival. One of the most helpful ways the presbytery supported ElImwood was by covering the
cost of a forensic audit of the church’s finances. This audit provided the congregation with an
accurate picture of Elmwood’s financial condition. For the first time, leaders and members could
clearly see the church's financial position. This is when things began to turn around for the
church. With an honest view of its financial condition, the congregation could finally begin the

necessary work of creating a healthier, more sustainable financial structure.

The second way the denomination supported Elmwood was by appointing an
administrative commission to walk alongside the church during this difficult season. Within the
presbytery, an administrative commission is a group of local church leaders assigned to
accompany a congregation that is struggling or experiencing a significant transition. While there
was some initial resistance to having outsiders so intimately involved in Elmwood’s affairs, the
administrative commission ultimately became one of the church’s greatest resources. These
leaders brought experience, expertise, guidance, support, and fresh ideas that were instrumental
to the church’s ability to rebuild. At ElImwood, we only knew what had been implemented and
practiced in the church. The administrative commission brought the gift of an outside
perspective. They challenged the congregation’s familiar ways of doing church and introduced

new possibilities for leadership, governance, and the faith and future of the church.

Whether churches are part of a connectional denomination or not, Elmwood’s experience
demonstrates that congregational resilience requires both internal and external support. Elmwood
learned that while internal resources are important, they are not sufficient on their own. The
strength of the members, the commitment of the leaders, and the shared responsibility of the

congregation supported us through the most difficult moments. At the same time, Elmwood
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could not have navigated this season without the support of external resources. While internal
resources sustained Elmwood, external resources provided new perspectives and assistance that

the church could not access on its own. When the ground moves, Black congregations need both.
Cultivating New Practices

Although access to community resources played a critical role in sustaining Elmwood
during seasons of transition, resilience was not cultivated through resources alone. Elmwood
learned that congregational resilience doesn’t just happen. Although some congregations may be
better positioned for resilience because of stronger relationships, resources, or organizational
structures, resilience is strengthened when congregations intentionally examine their systems and
ask difficult questions about which practices must be released, reshaped, or newly cultivated in
order to move the church forward. This kind of work, discerning what must be released and

deciding what must be reimagined, is central to adaptive leadership.

In The Practice of Adaptive Leadership, Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow write,

To practice adaptive leadership, you have to help people navigate through a period of
disturbance as they sift through what is essential and what is expendable, and as they
experiment with solutions to the adaptive challenges at hand. This disequilibrium can
catalyze everything from conflict, frustration, and panic to confusion, disorientation, and
fear of losing something dear.>*

This description captures precisely what Elmwood experienced after the ground moved. The
congregation was forced into a period of disturbance. A period when everything the congregation
believed about the church was brought into question. Assumptions were challenged. Patterns

were disrupted. And what once felt stable no longer did. Congregational resilience in this

3 Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership. 28.
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moment did not mean restoring the old. Instead, resilience required the courage to sift what was

essential from what was expendable.

Adaptive leadership suggests that growth happens in disequilibrium. Seasons of
disruption are uncomfortable, but they also create space for transformation. Rather than pushing
past the tension or praying away the conflict, congregations are encouraged to sit in the
discomfort long enough to discern what needs to change. For Elmwood, this meant
acknowledging that many of its existing systems, patterns, and practices were no longer serving
the church. This led to a process by which every area of congregational life had to be re-
examined, reimagined, and, in many cases, reconfigured. Nowhere was this more evident than in
Elmwood’s financial systems. The way the church managed money had to change. This meant
appointing a new treasurer, hiring a bookkeeper, engaging an outside accounting firm, and
reconstituting both the Budget and Finance Committee and the Stewardship Committee to
engage the congregation and ensure financial transparency. These changes were necessary not
only to rebuild the church’s financial systems but also to restore trust and accountability and to

create a financial structure capable of supporting Elmwood’s future.

Elmwood’s financial systems were not the only structures that needed to be reexamined.
The church’s staffing model also required reimagining. This meant taking an honest look at
where the church was in that moment, as well as where we believed God was leading us.
Elmwood had to make difficult decisions about which positions were essential and what staffing
configuration would best support not only the congregation’s current realities but also its future
direction of the church. This process required us to evaluate which roles that had once been paid
positions needed to become volunteer roles, which positions needed to be reworked, which roles

had to be eliminated altogether, and what new positions needed to be created to support where
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God was calling the church to go. One example involved Elmwood’s facilities director position.
Under the previous structure, Elmwood employed a facilities director whose primary
responsibility was overseeing multiple buildings when the church had three worshipping
communities. However, after the merger, when ElImwood became one church in one building,
the church had to reexamine whether this position was still necessary. The decision was made to
eliminate this role and reconstitute the Buildings and Grounds Committee, a group of committed
volunteers responsible for managing and caring for the church’s property and equipment. This
shift not only eased some of the church’s financial burden but, it also made room for members to

step in, take ownership, and share responsibility for the church’s property.

In addition to reexamining its financial systems and staffing model, Elmwood also had to
take a critical look at its ministries and programs. Many of these ministries existed for ten,
twenty, even thirty years. They had served the congregation faithfully and had done meaningful
work over the years. However, resilience required us to ask an honest question: were these
ministries still meeting the needs of the church and community at this present moment? One
example of where this was applied was the ElImwood Bookstore. For years, Elmwood operated a
bookstore out of the Fellowship Hall of the Church. After services, members and visitors would
gather there to purchase Bibles, books, and recordings of sermons on CDs and DVDs. For nearly
two decades, the bookstore functioned as a gathering space for the congregation to receive
information, purchase resources, and connect with one another. However, as technology evolved
and the ways people accessed information shifted, Elmwood’s leadership had to take an honest
look at whether the bookstore was still meeting the needs of the congregation. Members were no
longer visiting the bookstore for books and Bibles. Instead, they were purchasing books online,

reading on Kindle, or accessing scripture through Bible apps. Services were being streamed, and



28

sermons could be downloaded or watched on YouTube. As a result of these changes, the
decision was made to close the ElImwood bookstore and repurpose the space into a Welcome
Desk. The Welcome Desk is now the center of connection. It is where members and visitors
receive information about the church, ask questions, learn about the church’s vision and values,
and decide how they would like to serve the church’s vision. As Elmwood emerged from
transition, we acknowledged the role that the bookstore played in the past, but we also

recognized that the Welcome Desk was more aligned with who we were becoming.

Cultivating new practices proved essential to Elmwood’s resilience. Congregational
resilience is not simply a congregation’s ability to endure disruption. It is the capacity to examine
what is working and what is no longer serving the church in its current context, and to have the
courage to respond accordingly. Congregational resilience also requires leaders and
congregations to engage in the work of adaptive leadership, ask difficult questions, sit with
discomfort, and discern what must be released, what must be reshaped, and what new practices

need to be created in order to move the church forward.

Preserving Congregational Identity

Cultivating new practices and making changes to Elmwood’s financial systems, staffing
model, and operating procedures were essential steps in rebuilding after the ground moved. But
these changes alone were not enough. The next, and arguably more difficult, work had to do with
identity. After the ground moved, and ElImwood was forced to engage resources both within and
beyond the congregation, and after we began cultivating new practices, it became clear that we
were no longer the same church. The Elmwood that emerged after this season of transition was,

in many ways, unrecognizable from the Elmwood we had been before. Prior to the shaking,
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Elmwood’s identity felt clear and secure. The church was the largest African American
congregation in the Presbyterian Church (USA) and the only Presbyterian church with three
worshiping communities. The church’s music ministry was known nationally and internationally
for its excellence and diversity. ElImwood was a congregation that could bring some of the most
prolific preachers, teachers, and theologians into its pulpit. The congregation took pride in being
innovative, expansive, and influential. This was part of Elmwood’s identity, but when the ground

moved, many of the things that once defined the congregation could no longer sustain it.

What Elmwood encountered during this period was not simply technical; it was adaptive.
In The Practice of Adaptive Leadership, Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow distinguish between

technical problems and adaptive challenges.

A technical problem can be resolved through the application of authoritative expertise
and through the organization’s current structures, procedures, and ways of doing things.
Adaptive challenges can only be addressed through changes in people’s priorities, beliefs,
habits, and loyalties.®

At Elmwood, changing financial systems, restructuring staff, and revising operating procedures
were technical fixes. These changes were necessary, but by themselves, not sufficient. The
church also faced an adaptive challenge: clarifying its identity. The congregation had to consider
truly defined it and which values from its past could sustain its future. To better understand
Elmwood’s identity and how it shaped the congregation’s response to crisis, I convened a focus
group with ElImwood members and posed two questions: 1) How would you describe the
collective identity within the Elmwood community? 2) What role do you believe identity played

in how members responded to this crisis?

35 Heifetz, Grashow, Linsky, The Practices of Adaptive Leadership: 19.
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One participant shared that a motivating factor in Elmwood’s resilience was the desire to uphold

the church’s image.

There is prestige and elitism that we don’t always want to admit to, but it comes with
being a member of Elmwood, and it is recognized all over the world.>®

This comment reveals how important reputation and institutional pride were to Elmwood’s
collective identity. Members were determined to protect the name of their church by any means
necessary during the transition period. Another participant remarked simply, “The people of
Elmwood will not be beat.” She went on to connect ElImwood’s resilience to Black cultural

identity:

Our members are products of the civil rights movement, and there is something about the
people of this time that will not allow us to give up easily. It’s in our DNA.?’

This observation points to a critical truth: congregational identity at Elmwood cannot be
separated from cultural identity, and congregational resilience in the Black Church context is
deeply shaped by Black cultural resilience. Embedded within its identity is the story of a people
who have learned how to survive, adapt, and press forward even when the ground beneath them

moves.

Even with these findings, what emerged at Elmwood is that preserving congregational
identity was about more than congregational pride and cultural legacy. These elements were
essential parts of the congregation’s story. They shaped the church, strengthened it, and informed
how it responded to the crisis. However, preserving congregational identity went deeper than
how the church identified as a congregation or how it understood itself culturally. Preserving

congregational identity required acknowledging how the church’s history had shaped the

36 Pat Johnson, Focus Group with the author, April 22, 2024.
37 Mary Puryear, Focus Group with the author, April 22, 2024.
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congregation, while also recognizing that its history could not determine who the congregation
was becoming or dictate where it was going. Preservation was not about holding on to what the
church had been. It was about discerning what needed to be carried forward and what had to be
released. Sometimes, the only way to preserve congregational identity is to let go of what once

defined it.

The church saw this most clearly when the recommendation was made to merge its three
worshipping communities into one. For years, Elmwood had been known as one church in three
locations. This was more than a slogan. It was how the church understood itself and how it was
known in the community. Over time, the model became integral to the church’s identity.
However, when the ground moved and the church’s finances changed, it became clear that the
model was no longer sustainable. Elmwood was down to one pastor. Membership was declining.
The church was still recovering financially. Yet when the idea was proposed that the church
merge its three worshiping communities into one, the very suggestion sent the congregation into
what conflict theorist Friedrich Glasl describes as the fourth stage of conflict escalation, where
tensions begin to strain relationships and fracture trust within the community.*® Members did not
resist when the church changed its financial systems. There was little pushback when we shifted
the staffing model. Revising programs and operating procedures was difficult, but manageable.
These were technical fixes. But merging the church’s worshiping communities was different.
That was an adaptive challenge. The merger did not simply threaten a model. It threatened the
congregation’s identity. For some, letting it go felt like losing a part of the congregation itself.

For others, commitment to the model outweighed commitment to the ministry. Here, Elmwood

3Friedrich Glasl, Confronting Conflict: A First-Aid Kit for Handling Conflict (Stroud, UK: Hawthorn Press,
1999).
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discovered what preserving congregational identity truly meant. It did not mean holding on to
everything. It meant discerning what was essential and what was seasonal. The “one church in
three locations” model served Elmwood well for a season. However, it was no longer sustaining
the church’s mission. Preserving congregational identity required releasing a model that no
longer served the church so that it could faithfully live into its next season of ministry. But
releasing it was not easy because what the church was being asked to let go of was not just a
structure. In The Practice of Adaptive Leadership, Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky remind us that

people do not resist change; they resist loss.

People love change when they know that it’s a good thing. No one gives back a winning
lottery ticket. What people resist is not change per se, but loss. When change involves
real or potential loss, people hold on to what they have and resist change.>”

This was certainly true in ElImwood’s merger process. Those who resisted the merger were often
those who stood to lose the most. For members of Elmwood’s two smaller worshiping
communities, merging meant losing their worship space, their worship style, their close-knit
community, and, in many ways, their identity as a distinct community of faith. What appeared on
the surface to be resistance to change was, at its core, grief. Preserving congregational identity

required acknowledging this loss. Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow go on to argue,

Adaptive leadership almost always puts you in the business of assessing, managing, and
distributing and providing contexts for losses that move people through those losses to a
new place.*’

In this sense, congregational resilience is not about avoiding loss. When the ground moves, loss
is inevitable. Resilient congregations do not avoid loss. Instead, they engage in the sacred work

of walking people through it as they move toward a new place. Preserving congregational

3 Heifetz, Ronald, Granshow, Alexander, Linsky, Marty. 22.
40 Heifetz, Ronald, Granshow, Alexander, Linsky, Marty. 22-23.
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identity does not mean holding on to everything. When the ground moved, Elmwood learned that
identity is preserved not by holding on to the past, but by courageously releasing what no longer

serves and walking faithfully into a new future.

Still Standing on Sacred Ground

Ground is sacred. From the dust of the earth in Genesis to the holy ground beneath
Moses’ feet, to the ancestral soil made sacred by the prayers and tears of our enslaved ancestors,
ground has always been sacred. But sacred ground is not always still. Both the Biblical tradition

and the Black experience serve as reminders that even holy ground can move.

When the ground moved at Elmwood United Presbyterian Church, it felt as though
everything it stood on had been disrupted. It was the misappropriation of church finances that
caused the ground to shake. However, that first rumbling did more than reveal financial failure. It
called into question everything the congregation believed about the stability, leadership, identity,
and faith of the church. But that’s not all. It also revealed that at its core, ElImwood was a
resilient congregation. Following the shaking, we learned that congregational resilience is not
defined by a congregation’s ability to survive seasons of transition. Resilience is cultivated when
congregations are willing to find meaning after the trembling. This means doing the work of

looking inward, assessing where they are, and faithfully discerning where they are going.

Through Elmwood’s experience, this study identified three core components of
congregational resilience: engaging community resources, cultivating new practices, and
preserving congregational identity. Despite the congregation’s best efforts to hold on to as much
as possible, not everything survived the shaking. Elmwood lost relationships, worshiping

communities, staff, and even parts of its identity. However, congregational resilience did not
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mean holding on to everything. What remained was more than enough. In fact, it was exactly

what the church needed to begin again.

Elmwood is not the only congregation to experience upheaval. Sacred ground moves.
Transitions happen. Change comes. Leaders fall. Systems fail. Congregations are shaken. The
question is not whether the ground will move in our churches, but how congregations will
respond when it does. Shaken ground does not have to be the end of the story. If congregations
are willing to do the courageous work of engaging their resources, cultivating new practices, and
preserving their identity, then the shaking is an invitation to begin again. For churches and
leaders experiencing change and transition: Be encouraged. Shaken ground can still bring forth

new life, and congregations can still rise after the ground moves.
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Appendix: Photos of Interviewees and Focus Group Participants

Cynthia Ashby Andre Belgrave Valerie Best Gerald Belgrave

Glenn Brown William Brown Roxanne Burrus Beverly Douglas

Toni Green Karen Jackson John Jackson Denis Melville



Anita Mack

Chris Ross Debbra Smith

Denise White

Christine Williams
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