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From “Ekklesia”1 to Something Else | BY DAVID E. THOMAS

DISCUSSED | organizational life cycle, business language vs. “body” language, unconsidered change

In 2014, this paper was presented to the Adventist Society of Religious

Studies discussion of ecclesiology.

I
n this paper, I wish to reflect on the church as

organization. In particular, I wish to reflect on

how church as organization may, for reasons that

will be explained here, experience an unconsid-

ered or non-deliberate change in its own ecclesiology,

effectively moving it away from the concept of church-

as-a-community-of-believers to something else. For

those whose view of church is formed by the scriptural

idea of a community of called-out believers, this would

be an unhappy eventuality indeed.

I was first alerted to this prospect of an unconsidered

ecclesiological change by a comment made by Katie Funk

Wiebe in The Christian Leader. She wrote, “I sense that we

are allowing business terms to creep into our language . . .

I am convinced that because language shapes our thinking

and actions, we change the nature of the church and its

leadership if we substitute business language for ‘body’

language. An organism quickly becomes an organization

if it is thought about that way.”2 This statement struck me

with force. Could it really be that a change in language

use could result in a change in theological perception;

that, because language shapes our thinking and actions,

the use of “business language” rather than “body language”

could actually result in a shift in ecclesiological self-per-

ception, effectively changing a living organism into a

mere organization? This disturbance of thought equilibri-

um sent me on a search, the reflective results of which I

share with you today. 

It turns out that the process that opens the prospect

of an unconsidered ecclesiological concept change is

embedded within the nature of organizational structure

itself. One of the best ways to understand this is to look

through the eyes of organizational theorists, people “out

there” who are fascinated with and study organizations,

how they are born, grow, function, and finally die. One

of the better-known postulations of organizational theo-

rists is the existence of a prevailing and all but inevitable

and inexorable organizational life cycle—called the

“Organizational Life Cycle”3—which all organizations

pass through. Depending on which school of organiza-

tional theory you read, this life cycle is said to have four

or five stages beginning with a Start-up or Entrepreneur-

ial Stage, moving on through a Growth Stage that is

often broken into two sub-stages—Early Growth which

is often quite rapid, and Middle Growth where growth

slows—followed by a Mature Stage,4 where growth

becomes very slow or stops altogether. The Mature

Stage is followed by a Decline Stage which leads to the

most critical stage, the Crisis Stage.5 The Crisis Stage

may be followed by either renewal, or demise.

In this life cycle there are two critical elements that play

a very big role in determining organizational trajectories.

The first and most obvious one is the Crisis Stage, where

the way leaders approach and handle crises can lead to

either organizational renewal or organizational decline and

death. Organizations that have leaders who foresee crises

and manage them well may renew themselves, while those

that have leaders who do not foresee or handle crises well

go much more quickly toward demise.6

The second primary factor has to do with what we call

infrastructure. Though more hidden than the effects of cri-

sis, the effects of the development and abiding presence of

infrastructure as an organization ages, become major fac-

tors in determining what the future for an organization will

be. We will look at this first.

It is not hard to figure out why and how infrastructure

develops. As a movement catches on in the mind of the

public, it grows. Early growth is often quite rapid with

volunteers and informal conversation being the primary
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purveyors of mission.7 At some point, the movement

becomes too large for the early, charismatic leaders to

manage by themselves and the need to create some kind

of structure becomes obvious and urgent.8 The path to

organization is easy to trace—the prosecution of mission

requires vision, which is broken down into strategy,

which is reduced to plans that get embedded in policy,

which then creates organizational structure and practice.

And organizational practice pursued over time creates

organizational culture and identity. By this process,

organizations stabilize themselves to become predictable

and efficient, and they gain the real prospect of project-

ing themselves from a successful past through a successful

present all the way (as long as the future ends up being

similar to the past) to a successful future.

In the midst of all the exciting growth that makes the

creation of structure necessary, something happens that

goes largely unnoticed. Just as surely as the creation of

infrastructure brings stability, it also initiates what theorists

call “organizational entropy,” the technical name for the

process that brings on the aging and disordering and subse-

quent possible death of a movement or organization.9

Speaking of infrastructure, theorist Jeffrey Saltzman says,

“The purpose of these rules is to allow the organization to

make decisions using standard operating procedures as a

guideline and hence remove from the organization the

need to think about the decisions being made.”10 But,

“removing the need to think about some decisions (this is

what infrastructure does) carries with it an inherent risk,

the risk of mediocrity or worse, the risk of extinction.”11

What is being alluded to here is that the early stages of

organization are usually very beneficial to mission-produc-

ing benefits out of proportion to the resources invested but,

in later stages of organization life, infrastructure itself

becomes problematic.

Specifically, the establishment of infrastructure has three

effects. First, it sets itself up in competition for resources

that would otherwise have gone to frontline mission. Sec-

ondly, it places employees in among the volunteers, who

then tend to dilute their volunteerism because there are

now paid people to do the work. And, thirdly, and most

importantly to this paper, the appearance and growth of

infrastructure produces and makes available managerial or

administrative power12 to those who have charge of the

infrastructure. These three things—competition for

resources, the appearance of paid personnel, and the rise of

managerial/administrative power—become the elements

that affect or determine the future of an organization.

While the first two items are important and quite interest-

ing, this paper is going to look only at the third one, the

rise of administrative power, for it bears most directly on

the subject of unconsidered ecclesiological change.

Probably the best way to delve into this is to observe

that, in the early stages of an organization, the leaders who

originally articulate the vision have no administrative

power. They have only the power of persuasion, exhorta-

tion, encouragement, prayer, personal appeal, and personal

example, all of which depend on the voluntary compliance

of adherents to achieve their desired ends. Early leaders

have to win the goodwill of the people. They have to bring

followers to the point of willing consent. But the appear-

ance of infrastructure brings with it a very different dynam-

ic for it introduces, and very quickly brings to bear, a new

kind of power that is of a different sort. Administrative

power is very efficient, it is immediately available to leaders

and leaders only, and it operates by something other than

persuasion. Administrative power does not necessarily have

to concern itself with the voluntary nature of the commit-

ments of those who come under its jurisdiction. It has the

power of policy and is able to use the prospect of penalty

as motivation.13

This difference between persuasive power and coercive

power is very important to explore. When a charismatic

leader encounters a problem, it is time for visitation, per-

suasion, exhortation, appeal, invitation, prayer, even tears.

Early leaders have to rely on this kind of power, even

though it is not very efficient and may require time and

muddling along to achieve its purposes. Its primary

strength is that it elicits the willing compliance of adher-

ents. But the emergence of managerial power makes for a

very different scenario. Rather than having to expend

time and effort trying to persuade, a manager may go

directly to policy by way of which compliance or non-

compliance can then be determined. After that, decision

making can be rather straightforward, willing compliance

considered or not.

The temptation to use administrative power can be con-

siderable because it offers the prospect of very quick reso-

lution, it is “fair” in that it applies “across the board,” and it

usually requires relatively little deliberation so can be

applied quickly which means the “problem” is resolved and

the organization can get on to other things. When a reli-
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gious organization is careful to limit the use of

managerial power to issues of infrastructure, life

can be very good. But when it allows for a gener-

ous expansion of the use of managerial power to

include also matters that pertain to belief and

faith and a vision for the future, it likely enters a

whole new arena. History shows that the temp-

tation to broaden managerial power expansively

is a temptation that is very difficult to resist. In

far too many cases, leaders have succumbed

quite readily to the temptation to use managerial

power to deal with ideological and belief issues.

Discrepancies over doctrine, belief, and commit-

ment can be very challenging and messy and

prolonged in resolution, so administratively pow-

erful leaders face the great temptation of looking

at belief issues as management issues that could

be settled not by argumentation, discussion, or

persuasion but by appealing to policy, after

which compliance and non-compliance can be

readily measured. After that, the path to resolu-

tion can be very short.

When a religious movement accepts or allows

this shift to take place broadly, when it allows

for matters of faith and belief to be treated as

matters of policy and management, at its heart it

transitions away from invitation to coercion,

replacing the power of persuasion with that of

requirement. Instead of calling for assent, it calls

for compliance and in so doing, overlays volun-

tary commitment, which is the essence of reli-

gion, with an involuntary mandate, something

that is inimical to faith. Administrative power

does not work by persuasion and invitation but

by coercion. It does not work on the inside but

from the outside. It works by mandate, able to

administer a penalty of some kind for non-com-

pliance. It is the power of statecraft and so is

inappropriate at the level of belief. While admin-

istrative power is important and useful, it should

not, indeed cannot, effectively be used to man-

age religious commitments and ideas. Being

elected to a position of power does not make a

person right. It only makes them powerful.

Efforts to enforce compliance easily lead on to

duplicity rather than genuine faith. 

Any essentially voluntary organization that

makes the shift from invitation to mandate in

matters of faith brings about a subtle but sub-

stantial change in its own nature. Put in theologi-

cal terms, it unthinkingly changes its eccle -

siology.14 It moves in an unconsidered way away

from the idea of church as a community of

believers where coercive power is viewed as

inimical to life and so is pushed away from the

center, toward a hierarchical concept of church

as a sanctified organization where centralized

power is seen to be essential. In a community of

believers, a “problem” is an occasion for fellow-

ship and exhortation and discussion and invita-

tion, for messy interactions. In an organization, it

is time to find a policy by way of which compli-

ance or non-compliance can be measured and

action taken. And once that kind of shift takes

place in a religious movement, it is not very long

before “orthodoxy” and “heresy” get defined and

life becomes very difficult for those who dissent.

In so many cases, this is the very dynamic that

brought death to those who dissented at the

hands of those who persuaded themselves that

by destroying the dissenters, they were only

doing the work of God.

While researching this topic some time ago, 

I happened upon mention of a fascinating study,

Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, written

by Walter Bauer back in 1934. According to

Alistair McGrath, who cites this study, the con-

clusion Bauer came to is that, at least in the early

Christian Church, “basic unity did not seem to

be located at the level of doctrines, but at the

level of relationship with the same Lord. Chris-

tian unity lay in the worship of the same Lord,

rather than in the formal statement of doctrine

(which is how ‘orthodox’ tends to be divined).”15

Bauer goes on to claim that, “a variety of views

which were tolerated in the early church gradu-

ally began to be regarded with suspicion by the

later church. An orthodox consensus began to

emerge, in which opinions that had once been

tolerated were discarded as inadequate.”16 The

operative question immediately becomes one of

how this orthodox consensus developed. Bauer’s
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answer is quite striking: that “‘orthodoxy’ was the result of

the growing power of Rome, which increasingly came to

impose its own views upon others, using the term ‘heresy’

to refer to views it rejected.”17 In other words, as the Bishop

of Rome’s infrastructure-driven power increased, he was

able to transition from invitation to mandate. He was able

to take more and more initiative to himself and his office

and he was able to apply greater and more substantial

penalties to those who dissented. This is what brought

Bauer to his conclusion, that “the difference between ortho-

doxy and heresy often seems arbitrary.”18 It appears to be

more a derivation of the opinions of those in power than

anything else. It is by this process that the Church of Rome

grew to such prominence.

Clearly, the rise and role of infrastructure, how it func-

tions and what power it grants to a few, is something that

needs very careful thought in believing communities.

While necessary, infrastructure in church cannot be left to

function like infrastructure in for-profit companies. Is infra-

structure using up too many resources? Is it limiting growth

by being too fixed? Is it in harmony with an appropriate

ecclesiology? Is it giving too much power to too few peo-

ple? And is the power produced by infrastructure being

used for management issues or is it broadly being called

upon to also settle matters of belief and commitment?

More pertinent to our setting, where is the SDA Church in

all of this? How far along in the Organizational Life Cycle

are we? And what kind of language are we using to

describe ourselves? How is managerial power being used?

And how do we perceive organizational structure: as some

kind of missional necessity, or as something quasi-sacred in

and of itself? All of these things warrant careful thought

and reflection. They warrant our best and collective atten-

tions lest we thoughtlessly transition away from being a

mission-driven “community of believers” to something else

that probably ought not even to be named among the

faithful. �

After twenty-four years in pastoral ministry, David Thomas became a

member of the Walla Walla University faculty, in 2001.
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