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IS THE PHRASE “CONGREGATIONAL CULTURE” NEW TO YOU? 
 
When our oldest child was in third grade, she sat in front of two fourth-graders on the 
schoolbus. One day at supper she said to us, “Rebecca and MaryAnn sit behind me on 
the bus, and most days they’re mean. But when Rebecca is gone, MaryAnn is nice, and 
when MaryAnn is gone, Rebecca is nice.” She couldn’t figure out why things worked out 
that way. 
 
She discovered something on that school bus that we might call “group culture.” Group 
culture  occurs when people come together and a certain dynamic sets in: a certain kind 
of group personality that communicates how that group’s members treat one another 
and how they treat people who (in their determination) do not belong to the group. Group 
culture also determines who belongs to the group and how the members are valued in 
relation to one another. Part of the mystery of group culture is that the whole is not the 
sum of the parts. The parts -- such as Rebecca and MaryAnn on their own -- were (as our 
daughter said) “nice,” but when they were together they were “mean.” 
 
Congregations always have a group culture. It’s not written down in mission statements 
or council minutes, it just is. Walk into any congregation on a Sunday morning, and you 
will gradually sense who is wholeheartedly welcome and who is somewhat less 
welcome. You’ll sense who is valued highly and who is not so highly valued. You’ll see 
who wields power and whose voice can hardly be heard. You’ll find out what matters a 
great deal and what is not considered very important. 
 
We are called to recognize what sort of culture lives in our congregations, as well as to 
shape the culture so that it reflects something of the grace of God.  
 
We are called to shape places of grace.  
 
 
 
 



WHAT DOES A “GRACE-SHAPED” CONGREGATIONAL CULTURE LOOK LIKE? 
 
On the one hand, that question is impossible to answer because it can take literally 
thousands of different forms.  We cannot pin down the wondrous height and length and 
breadth and depth of God’s love for us through Jesus Christ (Eph. 3:  17-19). 
On the other hand, we can name words and phrases that point towards the presence of 
Jesus in our congregations (which is what congregational culture actually is).  These 
might include: 
 
Everyone knows that they belong, forgiveness is freely given and received, power is 
exercised humbly and transparently, a wide variety of gifts are recognized and 
encouraged, all the generations have found ways to bless each other, both joyful and 
difficult faith stories are freely shared, people are free to be themselves, the community 
laughs together easily… 
 
We could say much more, but you get the idea.  As our communities grow stronger and 
deeper in grace, we recognize the presence of Jesus more fully.  
 
 
WHAT PARAMETERS ARE GUIDING THIS COHORT? 
 

1. The project will respect the unique identity, calling, history and context of each 
congregation. The project will not impose a program from the “outside,” but will 
honor and work with the Spirit’s presence and leading within each congregation.  

 
2. The project assumes “resource-reciprocity,” that is, FFM has access to resources 

and each congregation has its own resources. Sharing resources is a two-way 
street; congregations will share what they have learned with other congregations 
and with FFM.  

 
3. The project is conversational on several levels: 1) the key conversations will occur 

between members of the participating congregation, 2) these will be enhanced by 
conversations between the FFM coach and the congregational team, and 3) 
between the cohort congregations. The coach will, in different ways and as 
needed, facilitate all three conversations. 

 
4. The project is outcome-based. The desired outcomes are: 

 
● An increased awareness of the existing congregational faith formation culture, 

what shapes it, and what a healthy grace-shaped culture looks like 



● The implementation of two or three significant, ongoing steps forward in 
cultivating practices that promise to form a stronger faith formation culture.  

● A vision and strategy for continuing this trajectory over the next five years.  
 
 
WHAT SPECIFIC ACTIVITIES WILL SHAPE THIS COHORT? 
 

1. The congregation will formally apply to participate in the project.  To apply or ask 
questions, contact Christine Dekker at cdekker@crcna.org. Applications are due 
October 15, 2016. 

 
2. The congregation will form a project team that will guide the process. The team 

will include a team leader (or two co-leaders) who will serve as the liaison with the 
FFM coach. 

 
3. The congregation’s staff and council will be fully aware of the project’s activities, 

and will (a) provide the necessary supports, and (b) remove/minimize barriers for 
successful participation. 

 
4. Faith Formation Ministries will provide a project coach who will walk alongside the 

congregational team during every step of the project, and meet with the team 
leader(s) (by phone, video, or in person) at least once every month. (Note: the 
exact frequency and character of the conversations between the coach and the 
team may vary from one congregation to the next; monthly contact is a minimum ) 

 
5. The project’s communal launch will be celebrated at the Calvin Worship 

Symposium (Jan. 26-28, 2017) in Grand Rapids, MI. Each congregation will send a 
minimum of two persons (no maximum) to this event. Each congregation will 
receive up to four free registrations for the symposium; congregations who have 
no option but to fly to Grand Rapids may request a $500 travel grant.  

 
Lesli van Milligen, lvanmilligen@crcnaorg,  
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