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We want to be a 
church that makes 
disciples for Jesus 

Christ!

• Awareness of the need for development

• Preparing for an appreciative process

Committing to the positive

• What in God’s name is going on in your church?

• Interview process and gathering of life-giving 
experience within congregation.  

Valuing the best of what is

• Doing Christ’s Work in the World.

• Co-creating a sustainable, preferred future.

• Who, what, when, where, how? 

Innovating what will be
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• What is God and the 
community calling us to be?

• What would our church look 
like in five years? 

• Developing common images 
of the future. 

Visioning the ideal

• Aligning ideals, values, structures and mission

• Developing achievable plans and steps to make 
the vision a reality. 
  

Dialoguing 
what needs 
to be

(Continued on page 18, “Appreciative Inquiry”)

Going from strength to 
strength: Introducing 
Appreciative Inquiry
By Lynne Caldwell

hen first introduced to Apprecia-

tive Inquiry, I thought, “What an 

odd name for a methodology for 

systemic change for organizations, groups 

and the world around us!” But as soon as I 

understood that to appreciate something — 

to really explore what gives life and meaning 

to an organization or relationship, and then 

to ask questions, to inquire more fully about 

the capacities, abilities to create energy for 

positive change – I began to see all sorts of 

possibilities for utilizing this process in the 

life of the Church. 

Primarily this approach was and is appeal-

ing because it is a 180-degree movement 

away from our typical strategies for planning 

in the church. We identify the negative, the 

missing link, person or factor or money, the 

shortest stave on the barrel, the need, the 

problem, and then we look for a way to fix 

it or them. We spend enormous amounts of 

time, money, energy and human resources 

on the “problems” rather than investing 

those resources in the practices and behav-

iors which produce creativity, innovation and 

positive change. 
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Appreciative Inquiry begins, almost radically, by helping 
groups discover and identify what they do well, even best, 
even uniquely — that which no other group is or can do, and 
then guides the group in further explorations of how those 
strengths can be used to help them move forward toward 
articulating their dreams, designing a plan for living into 

those dreams and fulfilling their destiny.
Dr. David Cooperrider, at the Weatherhead School of Man-

agement at Case Western Reserve University, developed this 
positive approach to change more than 20 years ago. In his 
book, A Positive Revolution in Change: Appreciative Inquiry, 
co-authored with Dianne Whitney, Dr. Cooperrider says:

Appreciative Inquiry seeks, fundamentally, to 
build a constructive union between a whole people 
and the massive entirety of what people talk about 
as past and present capacities: achievements, as-
sets, unexplored potentials, innovations, strengths, 
elevated thoughts, opportunities, benchmarks, high 
point moments, lived values, traditions, strategic 
competencies, stories, expressions of wisdom, 
insights into the deeper corporate spirit or soul — 
and visions of valued and possible futures. Taking 
all of these together as a gestalt, AI deliberately, in 
everything it does, seeks to work from accounts of 
this “positive change core” — and it assumes that 
every living system has many untapped and rich 
and inspiring accounts of the positive. Link the en-
ergy of this core directly to any change agenda and 
changes never thought possible are suddenly and 
democratically mobilized.

Across those years, Appreciative Inquiry has swept the 
globe and has become a vehicle for positive change in fields 
as diverse as medicine, child care, education, government, 
the military, corporations and the Church. Organizations 
like World Vision and synods in the Presbyterian Church 
USA have utilized the process and have included hundreds 

of persons in summit experiences, valuing the input and 
contributions of everyone in their organizations from Presi-
dents/CEOs to housekeepers and accountants. Out of those 
experiences, entire organizations have transformed not only 
their products, but also their presence and their process.

While Appreciative Inquiry has risen out of the disci-
plines of social and behavioral sciences, one of its com-
pelling characteristics for application in the life of local 
congregations and throughout the structure of The United 
Methodist Church is that it seems to start from a grace per-
spective: What’s already in our hands, in our midst, that we 
do well? We might ask the question in the Church: “What 
have we already received from God’s gracious provisions 
that we can celebrate and use as a starting point in discov-
ering what God would have us do next?” 

Whatever those strengths are, if a congregation is using 
the Appreciative Inquiry process, then that congregation 
can begin to identify the ways in which those strengths 
are giving life to them as a community of faith, and to their 
neighbors beyond their walls. 

The point is we are not beginning with a half-full, or half-
empty glass mentality. It’s not just a matter of attitude. By 
identifying the facts of the group’s strengths, the members 
of it are more readily equipped to avoid the pitfalls of mov-
ing down dead end paths of the way things used to be, or 
dwelling on what they can’t do. Instead, they can focus on 
those things they can and are doing well, and thus develop 
enthusiasm and commitment for the next victory, however 
great or small. They may even find themselves looking 
forward to the next challenge as an adventure and a new 
opportunity, rather than an experience for dread or disaster. 

Appreciative Inquiry can help a congregation move from 
isolation, complaining and blaming to cooperation, partner-
ship, creative collaboration and innovation. Appreciative 
Inquiry inherently holds potential to help us explore what it 
might mean for us to be organizationally transformed from 
one degree of glory into another, more and more into the 
likeness of Christ, so that we might truly go from strength to 
strength in God’s service.
-The Rev. Dr. Lynne Caldwell is pastor at Brookland UMC, Richmond District, 

and teaches at the School of Theology at Virginia Union University.

For more information:
http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/intro/whatisai.cfm

The Appreciative Inquiry Commons:
appreciativeinquiry.case.edu (Case Western Reserve 
University). A worldwide portal devoted to the fullest 
sharing of academic resources and practical tools 
on Appreciative Inquiry.

“What have we already received 

from God’s gracious provisions 

that we can celebrate and use as a 

starting point in discovering what 

God would have us do next?”

(Appreciative Inquiry,” continued from previous page)

http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/intro/whatisai.cfm
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By Karin Walker

N
inth United Methodist Church in Goodtimes, Md., 
was hosting its annual planning retreat. 

The church is located just a mile from the Top 
Shelf Retirement Community, where most of its members 
live, and as a result it sees lots of activity.

New roads to accommodate Top Shelf now place Ninth 
Church on a busy thoroughfare. 

This morning, the Church Council gathered, along with 
a few other interested members. There were 30 in atten-
dance.

Everyone was excited to see that Phil and June, new 
residents of Top Shelf and soon to be members of Ninth 
Church, were among those gathered. 

The sea of gray that stretched out over the pews as 
worship began was a clear indicator of the average age of 
the congregation. 

The Bible study focused on Philippians 4:8. Jerry, the 
church council chairperson, began the planning by a review 
of last year’s goals. 

“Well, we didn’t make progress on two of our four goals, 
as usual. We still do not have anyone under the age of 40 
and certainly no children to speak of, except when Ella’s 
great grandkids are in town. And we did not have a Vaca-
tion Bible School again this year,” he lamented. 

“That’s such a shame,” Joe said. “Fifty years ago, this 
place would have 150 kids.” 

“I just don’t see why we can’t attract young people. We 
have the money. I think we should hire a full-time youth 
minister. Why, the church down the street built a skate-
board park for their youth. We have all these handicapped 

ramps — maybe they could use those to start,” commented 
Louise. 

“We’re going to die if we don’t get young people. Maybe 
we need a younger pastor,” offered Murray. 

Not wanting to get off on a totally negative note, Jerry 
reviewed the other goals. The church paid 100 percent of 
their apportionments and funded, along with three other 
community churches, a house for Habitat for Humanity. 

Phil, the newcomer, who had been taking all of this in, 
chimed in: “You know why June and I are here? Because 
you have a wonderful outreach to seniors. The Bible study 
over at Top Shelf was what hooked us. And our first Sunday 
here, we felt right at home with the coffee and donuts, 
and June got invited to the quilters group.” 

Ninth UMC is like lots of congregations in that they ask 
themselves the wrong questions. Rather than, “What don’t 
we have or what are we not doing well?” a more produc-
tive question would be: “What do we do well and how can 
we do more of it?” 

This is the basic premise of Appreciative Inquiry. 
Most organizational change begins with problem-solv-

ing, assessing the deficits and inadequacies, and creating 
strategies to fix them. This deficit model will often miss 
opportunities for growth and health. 

The Appreciative Inquiry model reviews the organiza-
tional history and its best stories and practices, celebrating 
and appreciating ministries in response to God’s call. 
It then uses creative and careful discerning to focus on 
possibilities for a future based on strengths and current 
realities. 

Ninth UMC began to appreciate their unique strengths. 
They used their new sign, now on the busy thoroughfare, 
as an opportunity to be noticed. They moved their quilting 
group to the retirement community. They arranged a van 
pick-up for worship every Sunday. They hosted a health 
and wellness fair for seniors, and knitted blankets for the 
homeless. They even started a Bible study at the McDon-
ald’s down the road at 7 a.m., where the retired men met 
for breakfast. 

Appreciative Inquiry offers new hope and new pos-
sibilities for congregations in the midst of change. Church 
leaders can invigorate their congregations by focusing on 
strengths and re-imagining the future. When done in the 
context of discerning God’s call, we celebrate what God 
has done and what God can do through the people of 
Jesus Christ. 

-The Rev. Karin Walker is superintendent of the  
Baltimore North District, Baltimore-Washington Conference
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Focusing on what you do well can 
have positive impact on ministry

By Bret Gresham and Alison Malloy

W
e learned about Strengths Quest (or Strengths 
Finder) while serving the Virginia Tech commu-
nity. Tech is now a “Strengths University,” which 

means they have adopted this framework for all students 
to gain insights into how to use their talents to achieve 
academic success, to explore careers, and in leadership 
development. 

Skeptics feel Strengths Quest is another personality test 
used to box us into some pre-conceived paradigm. Once 
you look at Strengths through a theological lens you begin 
to see the uniqueness and power of this approach. For 
instance, there is a 1 in 275,000 chance that an individual 
will meet someone with the same Signature Themes, 
regardless of order. Additionally, there is a 1 in 33 million 
chance an individual will meet someone with Signature 
Themes match in the same order. Therefore, applying a 
theological lens to Strengths, it is clear that each of us is 
uniquely and wonderfully made! 

Living Your Strengths is about investing in the incred-
ible and unique talents God gives you so that you can use 
those strengths to build the Kingdom of God (Matthew 25: 
14-29). This is much different than a weakness prevention 
model that promotes well-roundedness. In a weakness 
prevention model, the Body of Christ becomes mediocre 
because no one is living up to their potential.

The premise of this tool is that God creates each indi-
vidual with a unique set of themes/talents. When indi-
viduals and communities invest (combining skills, knowl-
edge and effort) in these themes/talent they grow into 
Strengths. Living Your Strengths says, “God wants you to be 
you – not somebody else, but you! When we discover our 
talents, when we give them a name, something resonates 
deep within us. It is as if our spirits react to this discovery 
with a resounding “Yes! This is the way it is supposed to 
be – this is who I was created to be.”

Not only does God call each individual to harness these 
themes and invest in them, God instructs that it is each 
individual’s responsibility to best utilize our gifts to live 
into God’s dream. Often this liberating experience enables 
and empowers us to focus on our gifts and grace so as to 

better lead in our faith communities.  
Paytience Shaffer, (LEAD 2011 Alumni and James Madi-

son University, Class of 2017), writes:
“When I first learned my strengths I believed a few and 

doubted the rest. Yet as I have grown into the person I am 
today, these strengths have come into play more often than 
not, even the ones I thought were not relevant at all… Now 
in college I see my other strengths coming into play!” 

Talents ARE NOT spiritual gifts, but rather, understand-
ing your talents and developing them into strengths can be 
a very effective way to enhance gifts and your calling. Us-
ing a Strengths approach to ministry allows us to work to-
gether in relationship with our strengths. Moses, Aaron and 
Miriam are a great example. By combining their strengths 
they were able to form a mighty (and very effective) trio. 
While Moses was unable to speak, Aaron specialized in 
that department, Miriam supported all efforts, and Moses 
focused on vision and strategy.

The Conference Council on Youth Ministry has utilized 
this tool during the 10-day intensive leadership training 
event, LEAD (in 2011 and 2012). The team found many 
of the participating young people had never spent time 
naming the things which come naturally to them. While 
the group spent much time joking “Your RESPONSIBILITY is 
showing…”, much power was found in having something 
to call the ideas they had always been thinking. Once this 
group invested time in exploring themes, the remainder of 
the week was spent reaffirming the utilization of themes 
in regular or daily activities.

Wesley at Virginia Tech utilizes this tool in all aspects of 
leadership development and in the daily life of the com-
munity. As the students seek to understand who they 
are, where they feel called, and what gifts they bring to 
our common ministry, this tool gives powerful language 
to all of those questions they face. Just like the University 
utilization of Strengths, Wesley embodies Strengths lan-
guage to help students focus on using their talents in the 
context of Christian community through ministry teams.

There are several suggestions about how to utilize the 
tool:

1.  Encourage your team to use the Strengths-based 
language daily. The students at Wesley at Virginia 
Tech talk about their “Top 5” Talent themes regularly 
in conversation with one another. When students 
understand their talents and invest in one another, 
developing strengths, they start to see how they can 
best interact with the community and world. 
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2.  Have your team learn their “Top 5” and build a 
retreat to discuss the ways you can work together. 
What you will find is that creativity will thrive as 
people learn to use their strengths together to build 
community and leadership. Your group begins to 
look less like individuals with their own “agendas” 
and more like a team that focuses on the team’s min-
istry rather than individual goals. 

3.  As the Strengths language becomes more and more 
a part of your vocabulary, people will begin to focus 
less on flaws and more on strengths! Unity with 
each other in Jesus is primary to understanding 
strengths – in this approach you cannot be a “lone 
ranger,” you must be a part of something greater 
than yourself for it to be successful. 

Lauren Wright, the Student Campus Minister at Wesley 
at Virginia Tech and a conference intern for two years, said: 
“The coolest thing… is that it is inclusive. Ministry is most 
effective when it is an inclusive process that other people 
are actively engaged in. I know that in my own life, I like 
to try to do everything on my own. Strengths flips that 
idea on its head – instead of spending our time trying to 
improve our weaknesses, which enables us to be self-
sufficient, well-rounded autonomous people, it encourages 
you to focus on strengthening your personal, individual 
strengths, so that you can excel in your key areas and do 
awesome things. For this to work, though, you have to be 
willing to let other people excel in their strengths. This 
promotes the idea of building a team of people that have 

different strengths, each gifted and set apart in different 
ways. This leads to the inclusive idea of being in ministry 
with one another, and really enables faith communities to 
do radical things.”

The early church gives a great model into what living 
your strengths looks like. As the church grew quickly, lead-
ers had to find others who had the talents, strengths and 
gifts to take care of the widows. When people were given 
roles that fit their talents and gifts (instead of just saying 
“you are young so you get to work with youth or children”), 
then God can do marvelous things. 

A Strengths-based approach to ministry is not only ef-
fective, but it allows people to do what they do best and 
that can only strengthen our common ministry.

-The Rev. Bret Gresham is campus minister at Virginia Tech.  
Alison Malloy is part of the conference Council on Youth Ministries. 

Living Your Strengths resources
www.gallupstrengthscenter.com/

http://www.gallup.com/strategicconsult-
ing/157658/living-strengths.aspx 

www.strengthsfinder.com

http://vimeo.com/32086574 

http://thewell.cor.org/why-your-weirdness-
wonderful-embrace-your-quirks-and-live-your-
strengths 

www.gallupstrengthscenter.com/
http://www.gallup.com/strategicconsulting/157658/living-strengths.aspx
www.strengthsfinder.com
http://vimeo.com/32086574
http://thewell.cor.org/why-your-weirdness-wonderful-embrace-your-quirks-and-live-your-strengths
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Let me tell you about the Chicken Pie Church.
The United Methodist Women of one of the churches that my 

wife served early in her career was famous for their chicken pies. As 
a fundraiser for the church, the women would gather once a month 
and make hundreds of chicken pies in the small church kitchen. 
(These pies were noted for being easy to freeze and then pull out 
and prepare on the night you needed one, so they were quite popu-
lar, and many people bought multiple pies and popped them in the 
freezer.) The women even did pre-sales, so that some months they 
were already sold out before they made their first pie. On preparation 
day, people would come from miles around, all over the region, really, 
to pick up the pies they’d ordered. 

Now what does this have to do with ministry and advancing the 
Kingdom of God? Well, first of all, the women were able to convert 
their chicken pie profits into a large new fellowship hall building! 
More importantly, they made connections in the community that 
went far beyond the church’s small membership. Friends, neighbors 
and co-workers took advantage of the pie sale, even folks from an 
hour away or more. And all that chicken pie fame and community 
connection translated into some very positive feelings about the 
church, so that it became well known, even if for this unique reason. 
And that “positive spin” – as they might say in the marketing busi-
ness – meant that people visited on Sundays (maybe hoping for a pot 
luck?). Visitors sometimes became new members, and the church 
began to grow and was able to do more ministry within the com-
munity. 

Contrast the Chicken Pie Church with a church that does nothing 
well any more. The people sit and complain about their problems, 
bemoan the lack of attendance, or wax nostalgic about the “good old 
days” back in the early 1960s. They’re lost in malaise and discourage-
ment and can no longer see anything positive happening, because 
it’s not.

Our issue offers a couple of specific techniques being used within 
our conference to “accentuate the positive” in terms of finding points 
of strength and building on them. This can apply to individuals, of 
course, as our young ministry candidates are doing, or can be used 
on a larger scale to focus on the things your church does well, rather 
than on its problems. This is not to say that problems will go away if 
we ignore them. But it’s all about taking a more positive approach to 
ministry, and lifting the spirits and spirit of church members.

Next month we will highlight some specific things that growing 
churches within the conference are doing to make themselves more 
active in the community and/or attractive to potential visitors.

There might even be a chicken pie in the mix.

FROM THE EDITOR

Chicken pie, 
or die?

Neill Caldwell
Editor

Connecting with the  
 VirginiaAdvocate
The official magazine of
the Virginia Conference of
The United Methodist Church

P.O. Box 5606, Glen Allen, VA 23058
Phone:  1-800-768-6040 or 
               804-521-1100
Fax:  804-521-1174
E-mail:  advocate@vaumc.org
Website:  www.vaumc.org
Detailed guidelines for the following  
available upon request.

Subscriptions
Print subscriptions are $15/one year; $25/
two years; $36/three years. Special bulk 
rate for five or more copies going to a single 
address is $12 each for one year. Subscrip-
tions are $20/year for both printed copy and 
online access. For online only, cost is $10/
year. Subscribe online at www.vaumc.org, 
under “Resources>Publications.”

Deadlines
The Advocate is published once a month. 
The deadline to submit news and ad copy 
for the July 2014 issue is June 1. For more 
information on future deadlines, contact the 
Advocate office or visit the website.

Advertising/Tributes
Rates for advertising and tributes are avail-
able upon request.

Local Church News
Items should be typed (preferably sent via 
e-mail) or printed legibly, no more than 100 
words, and of conference-wide interest. Com-
plete names of individuals, churches and districts 
should be included. Because of space limitations, 
the Local Church section prohibits news items 
related to church members’ birthdays (of 
less than 100 years), wedding anniversaries, 
receptions for moving and/or retiring pastors, 
photos of traditional Chrismon trees or Easter 
trees/crosses, and any item over two months 
old. Color photos are encouraged. Photos 
returned only if submitted with a stamped, 
self-addressed envelope. Photos included on 
a space available basis. The editor reserves 
the right to edit all copy or refuse publication.

Letters
Letters to the Editor are printed on a space-
available basis. Letters should be limited to 
150 words for space reasons. The Advocate 
will not print letters addressing a topic beyond 
two months of the publication of that issue.  
The Advocate editor reserves the right to 
edit all letters.

©2014 Virginia Advocate
USPS 660-740                        ISSN 0891-5598
Published monthly by Virginia United Meth-
odist Communications, Inc., an agency of the 
Virginia Annual Conference of The United 
Methodist Church. Periodical postage paid at 
Glen Allen, Va., and at additional mailing of-
fices. The Virginia United Methodist Advocate 
is owned by Virginia United Methodist Com-
munications, Inc.

POSTMASTER: Send changes of address to 
Virginia United Methodist Advocate, P.O. Box 
5606, Glen Allen, VA 23058. Editorial and 
business offices are located at 10330 Staples 
Mill Rd., Glen Allen, Va. Office hours are 8:30 
a.m.-4:30 p.m., Monday through Friday.

Vol. 182• June2014 • No. 6

www.vaumc.org/advocate
https://www.facebook.com/VirginiaAdvocate



