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CONGREGATIONAL DEVELOPMENT
THAT IS ASSET-BASED,  INTERNALLY-
FOCUSED AND RELATIONSHIP-DRIVEN.

Bruce McKenzie

The traditional approach to congregational development has been needs-
driven. The approach implies a negative perspective of the congregation
and generates the view that it is deficient and problematic. The negative
images created by the needs statements often convey only part of the truth
about the actual conditions in the troubled congregation. But many people
respond to them not as the part-truth, but as the whole truth.

As a result of this skewed mind map, problems of the congregation are
addressed through deficiency-oriented policies and programs. So called
support agencies teach people about the extent of their problems and the
value of the agencies services to answer these problems. As a result many
of these congregations are now environments of service where behaviours
are affected, because members come to believe that their well-being
depends on being a client of the agency. The congregation begins to see
itself as having special needs that can only be met by outsiders. The
congregation becomes a consumer of support, with no incentive to become
self-reliant. Congregations who are consumer of these services focus vast
amounts of time and creativity on the survival-motivated challenge of
outwitting the support system.

Currently presbyteries and synods plan the future of congregations on such
need oriented maps which have such devastating consequences for the
congregation's members. These members think of themselves as being
fundamentally deficient, victims incapable of taking charge of their
worship and mission, and of their congregation's future. Further, this
approach has several negative consequences on the congregation
including:

• Viewing a congregation as a nearly endless list of problems and
needs leads directly to the much lamented fragmentation of efforts to
provide solutions. It also denies the basic congregation wisdom
which regards problems as tightly intertwined, as symptoms, in fact,
of the breakdown of the congregation's own problem-solving
capacities.

• Making resources available on the basis of a needs analysis can have
a negative impact on the nature of local congregation leadership. If,
for example, one measure of effective leadership is the ability to
attract resources, then local leaders are, in effect, forced to denigrate
their members and their congregation by highlighting their problems
and deficiencies, and by ignoring their strengths and capacities.
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• Providing resources on the basis of the needs map underlines the
perception that only outside experts can provide real help. Therefore
the relationships that count most for members are no longer those
within the congregation. Rather, the most important relationships are
those that involve the expert, the funder, etc. Once again the glue
that binds a congregation together is weakened.

• Reliance on the needs map as an exclusive guide to resource
gathering virtually ensures the inevitable deepening of the cycle of
dependence: problems must always be worse than last year, or more
intractable than other congregations, if funding is to be continued.

• At best, reliance on the needs maps as the sole policy guide will
ensure maintenance and survival strategies based on the weakest
dimension of the congregation, not a development plan that can
involve the energies of an entire congregation.

• Because the needs-based strategy can guarantee only survival, and
can never lead to serious change or congregation development, this
orientation must be regarded as one of the major causes of the sense
of hopelessness that pervades the discussions about the future of
declining and low income congregations. If maintenance and
survival are the best we can provide, what sense can it make to
invest in the future?

The alternative path: Capacity-Focused Development

The alternative path very simply, leads towards the development of
policies and activities based on the capacities, skills and assets of each
member of the congregation and the congregation corporately. There are at
least two major factors supporting the shift to this approach.

1. All the historic information indicates that significant congregation
development occurs when the congregation's members are
committed to investing themselves and their resources in the effort.

2. The prospect for outside assistance is very bleak. In the light of
continuing budget cuts in centralised bureaucracies, it is increasingly
futile to wait for significant help to arrive from outside the
community. The hard truth is that if development does not start from
within the congregation, it will not start at all.

It is clear that even in the smallest or most depressed congregation there are
individuals and groups that represent assets, capacities and abilities upon
which to rebuild. The key to congregation regeneration is to locate all of
the available local assets, to begin connecting them with one another in
ways that multiply their power and effectiveness, and to begin harvesting
those local institutions that are not yet available for local congregation
development purposes.
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The basic truth about the "giftedness" of every member is particularly
important to apply to persons who often find themselves marginalised by
their congregations. It is essential to recognise the capacities, for example,
of those who have been labelled too young or too old, or disabled in some
manner. In a congregation whose assets are being fully mobilised and
recognised, these members too will be part of the action, not as
beneficiaries, but as full contributors to the congregation-building process.

This recommended process can then be defined by three simple,
interrelated characteristics.

• The congregation development strategy starts with what is present in
the congregation, the capacities of its members and leaders and the
related associations and institutions in the area - not with what is
absent or with what is problematic, or with what the congregation
needs.

• Because the process is local asset-based, it is by necessity
"internally-focused". That is, the development strategy concentrates
first of all upon the agenda building and problem-solving capacities
of local members and then affiliations. This intense and self-
conscious internal focus is not intended to minimise either the role
external forces have played in creating the current situation for the
congregation, nor the need to attract additional resources to the
congregation. Rather this strong internal focus is intended to stress
the primacy of local definition, investment, creativity, hope and
control.

• If a congregation development process is to be asset-based and
internally focused, then it will be in very important ways
"relationship driven". Thus, one of the central challenges for asset-
based congregation developers is to constantly build and rebuild the
relationships between and among congregational members and their
affiliates. These relationships are sometimes called social capital and
will be discussed later.

Providing support for asset-based congregation development

Funders must first move away from their traditional request for a "needs"
or "problem" statement. The first message that must be sent to the
congregation is one that encourages local members to maximise the use of
their own giftedness and resources to solve the problems. Set out below
are the types of guidelines that could be used by funding agencies to send
this message and provide support that does not generate an ongoing
dependency.

A guide to Capacity-Oriented Funding

We support proposals from congregations that:
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• clearly identify the skills, abilities, capacities and assets which
congregation members will contribute to the proposal. How
members' capacities will be used to address the issues identified. An
inventory of the capacities and skills of members to help guide the
process.

• clearly identify the capacity of local organisations affiliated with
members, identifying how they will be involved in the proposal.

• indicate how the proposal will mobilise, utilise, enhance and expand
these local capacities.

• contribute to the congregation's sustainability, not just short-term
fixes.

• show evidence of significant investments of resources and time by
congregation members before funding is accessed.
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