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Theological Understandings of Pastoral Excellence—Focus Group Results
Question:  What theological understandings of pastoral excellence are emerging in your programs?

The following is a summary of responses from six SPE project leader Focus Groups.  All information in quotes is drawn directly from transcripts. 
Excellence, in this sense, is NOT:

Based on “popular understandings of excellence” from “business models”
“Defined in terms of this binary opposite which would be mediocrity”

“A model that is ‘out there’”

“Better than somebody else or something else”

“A destination”

Pastoral excellence, theologically understood, IS . . .
“INTEGRITY ABOUT AND COMMITMENT TO ONE’S OWN SENSE OF VOCATIONAL CALLING”

“Will emerge out of folks’ having a sense of connectedness in a way that says [that] my position is not just a staff position, that I understand my work as really being a part of calling, a part of my calling.”  Similarly, “It’s not just what you do in your job . . . It’s about your experience of joy and creativity and how tuned into who you are completely and how connected you are in your relationships with other members of the body.”
Arises when, “there’s a sense that people are coming for sustenance. And so, are we giving them free pizza or are we giving them spiritual sustenance where they are breaking open the body for one another? And, you know, are finding a real, life-giving source.  We use the image of the woman at the well a lot in our theological reflection and Jesus comes and says, you know, ‘Draw me some water’. . . .  And so what does Jesus want from each one of us and so where does that fit in our vocation?  And it’s, really, we see that as a discernment text of, again and again, Christ [coming] to us and say[ing], ‘You have something to give here.  Can you reach into that well and give it to me?’  And so, I think that that’s essential.  That was one thing that emerged for us in that sense of vocation.”  Also, excellence “being a cup of cold water” in the sense of “freshness” and “the extra effort to draw cold water” that is the “covenant of presence” which is required by the group.

What is needed is “to have the theological understanding of one’s self that is still being worked on . . . [the idea that] there’s still discipleship happening within me . . . I think that that’s key to holding myself accountable to excellence.”
Recovering the “Wesleyan view” of “holiness, biblical holiness” that includes “transparency, vulnerability, and being real,” and from the Catholic tradition, “apply[ing] stewardship to that sense of vocation as well . . . helping our clergy to understand and to discern and to use their gifts that they have been given, both their natural gifts that they have as a person and the gifts that they are given in the sacrament of holy orders.”
“I think another thing that I would add to the theological understanding of pastoral excellence is a capacity to move personally—and, again, help the body move—beyond fear. . . .  You know, we [are] always beating up on Peter because when he got out of the boat, he stated to sink.  But, you know, he got out of the boat.  You know, and I sometimes wonder, ‘ye of little faith,’ look at what your faith did, it got you out of the boat. . .  part of pastoral excellence is to risk in the face of our own fears and in the face of the fears that we bear with the body that we’re a part of.  And I would applaud and resonate deeply with [the importance of] imagination. How important that is for ministry and how that connects us to intuition and that whole sense of the Spirit’s leading.”
“IN RELATIONSHIP TO THE PRESENCE OF GOD IN THE WORLD”

”And even as we think, even liturgically, about excellence and about work as it relates to excellence—and we need to do excellent work—the emphasis here is on the ‘we’ . . . And so to me, it is participating in the Table but really through the deep, deep sense of a vocational, of even a avocational, connection to that which God is doing and I see myself a part of a body, [a] moving organism of folks in the world participating.” 
Pastoral excellence, respondents in four groups observe, is connected to “God’s Trinitarian nature.”  Particularly, “the ways in which God’s self is a transformative revelatory self,” namely, “fully collaborative, not competitive,” and “what does that mean for collegiality and covenantal behavior? . . .  It seems as though in the New Testament—much of the New Testament language forward—I’ve always thought is a wonderful kind of caring for each other in a more subtle kind of community.  There are stories of a deeper kind of communitas that happens among missionary bands, exiles, people who are more on the fringes, and we would really like to see our networks [peer groups] be closer to that . . . .”  And from another respondent, “This is my 1+1+1 is greater than three.  That there is a sense of being together and engaging with one another in various ways, and it strengthens you more than even what each of you would bring to the table, added together.” 
“We have a group that all live in this little tiny town outside of Austin, and they’ve met together for years over breakfast tacos downtown.  And they’re everything from Church of Christ to Pentecostal, Southern Baptist to Episcopalian, Lutheran, and Methodist.  And we don’t quite understand how they can stand to meet together every week, except what they told us was that the people of this town are traditionally mean and if it weren’t for one another, if they weren’t the body for one another, they would all have left.  And they had all been threatened or attacked, maybe one physically but the other ones emotionally and in other ways.  And now they’re this wonderful group and what we helped them do was take a trip to retrace the footsteps of Paul. . . and they told us a great story of stopping the bus on Sunday morning overlooking the Aegean sea. . .and the Church of Christ minister and the Pentecosal minister were going to lead everyone in communion.  And they realized that their guide and the bus driver [who were Muslim] were sitting there and the Church of Christ minister—which blows my mind, I grew up in the Church of Christ—turned to them and said, ‘We’re brothers in Christ but we’re [also] brothers in Abraham, would you like to share the body with us?’  And they did.”
“I need a place [a group], you know, where I can have a sounding board, a conscience committee, like from the Quaker tradition, or something that is going to help develop in me that deeper, theological understanding based on my experience [and] that will then bring about that excellence.”
“Having this group of clergy or pastoral leaders who are kind of being for each other what they all are for everybody else, but nobody is for them in their own life.”
“So if I was going to go run and ask Hispanic pastors, ‘Is your ministry an excellent ministry, do you believe you are an excellent pastor?’ they would immediately look upset.  However, if I was to redesign this in terms of my own context, I would say an excellent pastor is one that stays committed within the community, that understands the struggle in the community, that creatively [and [politically] re-appropriates resources . . . .  But, definitely for me, excellency has to do with prophetic essence in the community.”

“We used this year, Jacob wrestling with God, and the ideas that there’s always a healthy dialogue—should be—between ourselves and God.  At the end of the day, I think what makes for a healthy pastor would be the idea of a wounded healer.  You walk with a limp but you know you’ve been really wrestling with your own identity and with God . . . that limp, that woundedness, just reminds you whom you belong to.   I think that’s part of the conversations we’ve tried to carry on at our meetings with our pastors.  We understand [that] we’re all wounded to some degree and we’re also healthy to some degree.  There’s a balance between the two.  But we’re here especially for those moments of woundedness you can’t share with other people and we hope you can build trust in colleagues [in peer groups], and you’re never alone in this.”
“There is a sense of community and collaborative intimacy that’s essential for pastoral excellence.”

THAT EXCELLENCE IS “A JOURNEY OF INTEGRATION”
“And the way we think of it is, it’s really a journey of integration and that integration is the integration of all the aspects of [pastoral] formation. . . .  We used the [phrase] pastoral vision to talk about that moment of integration.  Theologically, we [appropriated] Paul’s understanding of literally ‘taking on the mind of Christ’ . . .  It’s being pastor in the community, doing the work of integration in service to a vision for that community, in that community, by that community.  It’s not a vision that I bring to the table, but that vision emerges through this whole interior and exterior work.”
“And I think that one of the things that emerges is that pastoral excellence attends to the well-being of the whole.”
AND “THAT [KIND OF] EXCELLENCE IS NOT OF THIS WORLD”
“The connection or the foundation of excellence in spirituality and the Spirit has really emerged for us.  Some of the most amazing things that have happened are things that no one anticipated at all.  No one programmed them or managed them.  We see it as the spirit of the group emerging, responding to each other’s needs, caring for each other, taking initiative, and really manifesting a creativity that could not have been anticipated.”
“And part of the theological understanding coming out is out of the general genre of discernment, ‘What is the Spirit saying to you?’ And because we’ve focused a lot [in our groups] on the ‘pull nature’ rather than the ‘push nature,’ that you’re not working harder to be excellent [or, “to achieve”], you’re being pulled forward by a sense of God’s call . . . And so, what is the Spirit saying to you about your future story of an excellent practice of ministry?   

“Going back to the Source . . . .”
Theorizing about SPE Groups and Pastoral Excellence—Focus Group Results

Question:  What are your hunches about how peer groups promote pastoral excellence?

The following is a summary of responses from seven SPE project leader Focus Groups.  All information in quotes is drawn directly from transcripts. 
SPE groups promote pastoral excellence by . . .


“PROVIDING A BALANCE BETWEEN INTENTION & SPIRIT”
Intentional/rational/didactic elements (“being very intentional about what is 
done”):

“Structure”
New “information”/”best practices”






“Practical” tools







Skilled “facilitators” and/or “coaches”



“Covenants”/”group guidelines”
“Accountability”/”Evaluation”
Intuitive/process-oriented/(S)pirited components (“leaving [or making] room for 
surprise or new learning”):

Discipline of “listening”/being heard
“Silence” 
Opportunity to (and models for) “story-telling”/”contextualizing” information/ideas
“Prayer”/”Meditation”/”Spiritual direction”/”Worship”
Practice of discernment through “questioning” with minimal “advice-giving”

IN “LIMINAL TIME/SPACE” THAT 
Provides “safety”/”confidentiality”/ “transparency”/”risk” (where there is 
confidence that “information will not be used against you”)
Is “apart from day to day work”
Permits “laughter”/”silliness”/the “absurd” or “crazy”

ENABLES AN “ONGOING PROCESS” OR “JOURNEY” OF


“ORIENTATION, DISORIENTATION, AND REORIENTATION”*
This process is described in a number of ways:  from presenting and posturing (“I”/”you”) to receiving and confessing (“Thou”/”us”) to serving and blessing (“I”/”Thou”=”we”).  It is compared to process in therapy, and in the key quotation above, the process of cultural immersion.  It is also likened to the “normal” lifecycle of a group.  
Project Leaders discuss what happens in these SPE groups as: 1) moving from “not being known”/being alone to “Being Known” (by self, God, others); 2)  starting with self-care but moving beyond self-care, as for example, “It moves everyone toward the ‘we’ and engaging ‘we’ back where they are”; 3) balancing a sense of “agency” with a sense of “community,” encouraging agency without undermining community; and 4) moving from “equipping” to “empowering” through “encouragement” and “accountability.”  Practically, the process was summarized in this way: “I was thinking of three related ideas:  agency, accountability but also encourage[ment].  As they “take it on” (the group process), they encourage and hold each other accountable but there’s no expectation that it’s a one off.  They’re going to go try some stuff.  They do things together, then they go away, then they try some things, then they come back together, so it’s just ongoing.  It’s both [agency and accountability to the group/community].  And from what they’ve said [and] from what we’ve observed, [it] has been very empowering.”  And as a process, it necessarily “takes time.” 
One respondent concluded that the “support” experienced in the group “creates excellence” but that this “support” is really “a by-product of the pursuit of excellence” undertaken as a goal/task by the group in the first place.  In other words, pursuing the task in an intentional and “Spirit-ed” way together has produced “support” and that has, in turn, enabled “excellence” in the life and ministry of participants.  Following up on the idea of support through the concept of “friendship,” another respondent observed, “And I think , you know, if isolation and loneliness is what drives us out of ministry then friendship is surely what got us here to begin with and what holds us here” (is “able to keep us”).  
Another respondent elaborates, “Kind of at a more crass level, I think [involvement in a peer group] forces a reordering of priorities.  Or, if you want to be more generous, it invites a reordering of priorities.  I’ve heard groups say, I wouldn’t have gone a mile out of my way to meet with anyone in this group.  Now, I would drop anything I was doing and drive three hours to be with them if they need me.  And I think so that sense of reordering one’s sense of priority.
Finally, one respondent summed up the process in this way:  “Faithful integration of talents and experiences, questions and insights, and service to the gospel”

WHICH INCLUDES 


A “network” or “system of support”

“Learning in community”


“Self-selection,” that is, starting by recruiting persons with “some” 



demonstrated excellence 


“Collegiality”/”bonding”/mutual “admiration”/”holy friendship”


“Mentors”/”coaches”/wise “leaders”


Group members who share a sense of “call” to ministry, a similar 



job role or place, and/or a curriculum or task (for purposes of 


“connection” and “empathy”) but who also are “different” from each 


other by virtue of age, race, denomination, gender, experience, 


geographic place, education, and/or position (for purposes of 


“challenge” and new “perspectives”)

Distance from “taken-for-granted” situations or contexts and/or the 



“tyranny of the urgent” (“immersion” or travel experiences provide 


this as well as new information/perspectives from experts through 


“lectures” and “reading” and also denominational/racial/ethnic 


differences in and among group members)


“Honesty” (“gentle”/frank but without “judgment”/ability to hear and ask 


“tough questions”)

“Encouragement” (“paying attention to parts of their story that they’re 


neglecting—particularly that which has to do with their strengths, 


their resourcefulness, their courage”; “taking delight” in 



self/others/God)

AND RESULTS IN


“Doing things differently” in ministry/“empowerment” to “behave 



differently”, to “lean into a healthy Christian life,” ”a well-lived 


Christian life”

“Continuing”/”seeking out”/”forming” other peer groups

“Increased self-confidence” (trust in self), which leads to “increas(ed) trust 


in God and the body of Christ” (and vice versa)/a “domino effect”

“Inspiration” from other(s) “models of excellence”

“Reignited sense of imagination”/”reaffirmation of the call”/”rededication to 


the call”/”joy in call”

“Renewed and re-energized” “commitment” to high “standards and 



qualities” for ministry practice and to the “community of learners” 


and the larger “mission” of the church

“Wanting to be better”/Continually “striving”/taking an “experimental” 


approach to life and ministry

“Intimacy with God which makes all other intimacy possible”


Similarly, “realignment to God’s will” through participation in a “covenanted 

community”/”Relationality” as fundamental to the nature of (a 


triune) God—therefore deepening experience in community leads 


to a deepening “appreciation” for, “knowledge” of, and 



“commitment” to God and the wider world. 
*Features of this process, as described, are similar to Senge et al.’s “Theory of the U”

Possible Research Questions—SPE Project Leaders Focus Group Results

Question:  What questions do you have about clergy peer groups that a national study might answer?
Below is a summary of responses from 7 SPE project leader focus groups.  If the response was offered in more than one focus group conversation, the number is in parentheses beside each item.  .

General Questions
What is the nature and scope of a “peer group”? (see definitional issues under General Comments below)
What works and what doesn’t/which groups flounder and which don’t/which groups are “successful” and which are less successful? Bottom line, what is “absolutely essential” for a group to succeed? (5)

In general, what are the results or “impacts” of peer group participation? What is the relation of individual “impacts” and particular group activities?  Perhaps most important, are participants “healthier” or “functioning better” than those without peer group experience in the larger clergy population, especially within the same denomination? (4)

What is the differential impact of “agency” for peer group effectiveness? (e.g. the degree to and manner in which members self-select, recruit others, determine group guidelines, content, and leadership, discussed in greater detail in related sections below) 

How do “grassroots” or “organic” groups that start without institutional support or grants from endowments differ from groups that do? (and how would you identify them?) (2)  

What is the impact of “diversity” versus “lack of diversity,” and how is “diversity” defined? (see Hetero- or Homogeneity below)  Further, does diversity (particularly, denominational diversity) increase trust and confidentiality or do so more quickly?  Does such diversity decrease the use of denominational “jargon” and therefore increase “theological and philosophical” clarity both for individual members and among the group? (3)

Why don’t pastors choose to join such groups, even when there are resources for doing so? 

Is it helpful to see these [SPE] groups as learning communities? 

Can we identify the “benefits” of peer group involvement so that those who have not been a part of such groups might “see a need for them and want to be a part of them”? 
Questions about the differential effects of peer group . . .

Hetero- or homogeneity on a number of factors, including


Race and ethnicity


Denomination (e.g. whether groups are “ecumenical” or not) (4)


Gender (4)


Age 


Years in Ministry 


Ordained or lay 


Education (e.g. seminary or nonseminary)


Geographical distance (e.g. groups that are geographically close and 


meet regularly and those that are separated geographically and 


meet less often) 

Size 

Frequency (including specific time of year) of face-to-face meetings 

Length of face-to-face meetings 

Leadership (especially, trained versus indigenous or non-trained, and among those who are trained, peers versus professional facilitators or paid coaches) (4)

Longevity (how long groups continue, with or without external support), e.g. “How long is the effective lifecycle of a peer learning community?” (5)

Cost to participants (2)

Meeting spaces 

Questions about peer group recruitment

How are groups gathered/group members recruited? Do sponsoring organizations recruit group members or do groups recruit their own members?  And what is the differential impact of varied recruitment mechanisms? (e.g. in one project, the “if you build it, they will come” approach was not successful—potential group members had to be encouraged, “nurtured,” particularly at the point of determining what they’d do, what “interested” them) (4)

How do group members themselves “self-select” for participation?  More specifically, why are pastors “drawn” to these peer groups and “why do they stay”? (4)

Does previous involvement in a peer group affect “self-selection” into an SPE peer group? 

What about groups who are “assigned” rather than “self-selected”?  Does it affect group longevity? (2)

Questions about peer group leadership

Is group leadership determined by the sponsoring organization or the group itself? 

If groups choose their own leaders or if sponsoring organizations assign them, how does that process work? 

Are leaders trained? If so, are they considered to be a part of the group?  Further, are they “trained peers” or “professional facilitators or paid coaches”? (2) 

What is the role of a “coach” in the peer learning group, and are there particular “coaching models” that seem to be “more successful” than others (especially, across denominations)? 

Do groups even need a facilitator? (2)

Questions about peer group process

Does previous peer group experience affect the way that participants view the current group? 

What kinds of parameters or guidelines do groups set?  “What kinds of covenants are agreed upon?” Or, do/are they?  To what extent are group guidelines provided by the sponsoring organization, developed by the group itself, or some combination of both? (2)

How long does it take a group to “gel”/”to become a cohesive group”? What factors contribute to “gelling”, especially leadership and “personalities within the group” Similarly, are there specific strategies (or “key practices”) to help groups build trust and levels of relationship more quickly, more fully? (3)

What are the “disciplines” of a healthy, productive peer group?  

What factors contribute to strong group “commitment,” especially as evidenced by the fact that a group continues to meet together when program support is gone? (2) 

Is it possible for groups to “gel too fast”? 

What is the role/effect of conflict in peer groups?  What about conflict avoidance or conflict resolution? 

How much or how little external support, including staff and money, is necessary or desired in order for groups to be sustained? (4)
How is peer group involvement evaluated? 
Questions about peer group content

What is the impact of “peer group focus” (content or curriculum, as for example, “best practices networks”) on both member and group experience? (2)

What is the impact of “set programs” or models versus content determined by groups themselves? (3)

What is the effect of the involvement of family/children in the peer group process on the group/individual member? 

Questions about the differential effects of group participation on members

In general, what impact does participation in a peer learning group have on the member? 

To what extent do group members report that participation . . .


Is “an essential component of ministry,” “a normal part of what they want 

in their lives,” or that participants say that “I can’t operate without a


group.” (3)


Helps me feel “support[ed]” and “connected” 


Helps me feel “better equipped for ministry” 

To what extent does a group become a “church” for these clergy? (e.g. “Is this more my place of worship and community than my own congregation?”) 

Do clergy who find groups helpful tend to start them in their own congregations?  And if they do, are such groups necessary for congregations to “survive”? 

How many participants are “changing something in their behaviors” (i.e. can you document “measurable behavioral change” as a result of “what they gain out of these groups”?)  Specifically, measures of “spiritual health, connection with God, emotional health, physical health” 

Further, do measured, positive changes in participants “impact the propensity of people to leave” the ministry? 

Does peer group participation decrease the “potential for burnout”? (E.g. Green Lake conference project is using specific questions that measure “potential for burnout” and have found some evidence for this) 

Does “interaction” in peer groups “modify” the way clergy negotiate “formational rapids” in their tenures at the critical junctures of 5-8 years, 13-15 years, and 20-25 years (from the “time of call”)?  Reference here is to the discovery that “year 13 is the highest desertion rate” in ministry.  Similarly, are there certain points in ministry when it’s really critical that you be a part of a clergy peer group? (2)

Or, at particular points along the way, is there a particular “kind” of clergy peer group that would be more helpful at that “particular moment in your ministry”? 

What is the long term impact of participation in a peer group after people are no longer participating in the formal peer group? 

What is the differential impact of group participation on new clergy versus longer tenured clergy?

Does peer group participation affect a member’s tenure in their current ministry context? (E.g. does it lead to a longer tenure or does it lead to a quick exit?) 

How do individual group members impact the group as a whole? 

How does a pastor’s congregation affect their peer group experience? 

How does a pastor’s denomination or network of churches affect their peer group experience? 

Questions about the differential effects of group participation on congregations

What is the impact of group participation on congregations? (6)

Has peer group participation brought about changes in a member’s ministry context (particularly, congregations), and if so, what sort of changes? 

Do participants’ church leaders know that they are a part of a peer learning group? If they do, to what degree do they tolerate/appreciate/encourage that participation? 

Questions about the differential effects of group participation on member’s families

What is the impact of peer group participation on member’s marriages, families? (2)
Questions about the differential effects of group participation on larger networks such as denominations

What is the impact of peer groups/group participation on a pastor’s denomination or network of churches? (2)

General Comments
Whether “clergy peer groups” communicates the diversity of groups . . . not all are ordained persons in all groups.  “Pastoral leaders” is used in some settings.   

Whether the term “peer groups” communicates to/with/for all participants:  no translation in Spanish; groups don’t think of themselves as “peers”—implies “some differences or hierarchy.”  Most groups call themselves “groups” with the acronym of the project, e.g. ICE groups. 

Similarly, do groups with defined tenures and set curriculum really fit a “peer group” model?  Such groups in one project are called “study groups” to differentiate them from “support groups.”

Also, if groups are intentionally composed of persons who are ordained as well as not ordained and who have differing levels of education, then, “clergy” doesn’t fit and “peer” also may not fit/communicate.      

It might be helpful to compare the profile of SPE peer group participants with a national profile of clergy, say, from the US Congregational Life Survey.  Previous data from the Pulpit and Pew survey might also be helpful.  It would be necessary, of course, to ask the same questions.

