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Introduction
The world and the church live in changing and challenging times. More and more congregations 
of different denominations perceive themselves as trapped or stranded. Some congregations are 
unable to adapt to their context during the deterioration phase. Others take into account alternative 
options, despite their deterioration, and manage to adapt to their changing context. The purpose 
of this research was to determine why certain congregations have the capacity not only to remain 
sustainable but also to accomplish growth on different levels.

Pat Keifert (2017:264) states that the gospel does not primarily consist of information about Jesus. 
The gospel is Jesus Christ. Therefore, the church and its members must participate in God’s mission 
in the world, Participatio Christi (Frost & Hirsch 2009:29). This is the foundation of the missional 
movement of which the church forms a part. It is more than just the evangelising of the world.

The practical-theological context was examined in a PhD thesis (Bester 2018). The result of that 
research was the realisation that the answer is complex and multifaceted. The research found that 
Osmer’s approach to practical theology (2006:328–330) with the four tasks within the hermeneutic 
circle can help pastors and other facilitators of congregational development to determine what is 
happening in the congregation. The first step is to try and understand what is currently happening 
in the congregation, this is the descriptive-empirical task. The interpretive task is the second step 
and processes the collected information and determines why the events took place. It is at this 
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point that an interdisciplinary conversation with other 
sciences should take place, not only to research other 
possibilities but also make them part of the conversation. The 
third step, the normative task, helps to determine what should 
happen in that congregation within that specific context. The 
conversation between the normative and the interpretive task 
will then lead the congregation towards a transformed praxis, 
which is the fourth step in Osmer’s approach.

With the help of neuro-linguistic programming (NLP) 
theories and techniques, pastors are enabled not only to 
determine what is presently happening with the particular 
congregation but they should also learn from other 
congregations what procedures and actions may occur (what 
can possibly happen). The modelling process is a handy and 
useful tool that enables congregations to journey towards a 
more missional and sustainable model. The work of the Holy 
Spirit must always be taken into account, for it is God himself 
who maintains his church on earth and who lets the church 
thrive. NLP techniques can empower leaders and facilitators 
to help them sojourn with congregations in understanding 
themselves as well as the context of the congregation and 
seek in conversation with Scripture and the founding 
documents new ways to respond to the current challenges 
and, thus, become missional congregations.

According to Smit (2001:5), congregations should act with 
religious conviction to determine God’s calling and sending 
of their particular congregation within its specific context. 
With these development and guiding processes, congregations 
not only discover their own identity but also their unique 
spirituality, their unique calling within their context. The 
spirituality question is always: For whom does the 
congregation live or exist? The role of the leaders in 
the  congregation can be understood in the words of Smit: 
‘The shift that goes with this aspect is from religious official 
to spiritual guide’ (Smit 2001:7).

Congregations that focus on God and the missio Dei will 
expect primarily of the congregational leadership to 
constantly remind the members of the presence of God in the 
lives of his people on earth and seek God’s presence within 
the context. Ephesians 1:19 assures us that the same power 
by which God raised Christ from the dead is at work in us. 
Therefore, God’s presence is a reality in the life of his 
congregation and not the result of spiritual development. It is 
the task of every pastor to remind his or her members about 
this. A Coram Deo existence demands that the faithful be 
guided to live with an acute awareness of the reality of God’s 
presence in the context.

Intentional interim ministry can be invaluable here as it 
sojourns with congregations to rediscover God’s calling and 
presence in their specific context. The premise of intentional 
interim ministry is precisely that a vacant workspace in a 
congregation can be the best time for change. The interim 
pastor must take this into account when he or she begins to 
work in a congregation. This is not the same as strategic 
planning.

Osmer’s (2006:328–330) four-task methodology was followed 
in this research in which practical theology functions within 
a hermeneutic circle or spiral:

•	 Descriptive/empirical task: What is happening? 
Information is collected to understand specific social 
events.

•	 Interpretive task: Why is it happening? There is dialogue 
with social sciences to explain why certain events are 
occurring.

•	 Normative task: What should happen? Normative 
questions are asked.

•	 Pragmatic task: How are we going to respond to this and 
how will we apply it? This has to do with action plans 
and understanding certain reactions within each situation.

This model can now be brought into creative conversation 
with the research question.

Why do some congregations 
perceive themselves as trapped or 
stranded?
Many pastors and congregational facilitators are convinced 
that secular strategic processes, mainly developed within the 
field of economic and management sciences, can regenerate 
the congregation. It is surprising that some church councils 
believe that the church council can determine the strategic 
course of the congregation, while Jesus teaches us 
unequivocally that he will build the congregation himself. 
Certain secular resources are indeed useful, but definitely not 
to determine the future of the congregation. It is God who 
has a promised and preferred future for his church and who 
invites the members of the congregation to go on this journey 
with him. The congregation is always in the process of (re)
discovering its calling and spirituality under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit.

The following are possible reasons for the perception of being 
trapped or stranded:

•	 We have forgotten how to live with an awareness of God’s 
presence in the congregation and context.

•	 Missio Dei theology is sometimes, if not always, absent 
(Marais 2017:75).

•	 The training of pastors has not taken the changes of the 
context into consideration and; therefore, pastors do not 
feel equipped to minister in such changed contexts.

•	 The effect of church building programmes. The premise 
of these programmes is always from the church’s 
perspective. Statistics that were considered to evaluate 
were church attendance, budgets, etc. The point of 
departure was never the fact that God called us to join his 
missio Dei.

•	 There is a lack of integration of the missio Dei in our 
leadership theory (Van de Beek 2013:63–81). There is too 
much emphasis on human ability in the renewal of 
congregations. Congregational leaders have forgotten 
that God, as the source, gives the energy and the wisdom, 
and that the Triune God actively creates the religious 
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community and that he calls us to become part thereof. 
Missio Dei means that leadership begins by receiving and 
not with own creation and functionality.

•	 Since church councils predominantly come from the 
secular world, and due to the fact that congregations 
must and can learn much from them, we must remember 
that the cross and the Holy Spirit are absent from nearly all 
their management and leadership models.

•	 Congregations define themselves in terms of themselves, 
instead of in terms of the kingdom of God.

•	 Congregations call leaders and allocate leaders to minister 
to the congregation. In other words, they define 
themselves in terms of their understanding of their own 
needs, while the Bible clearly states that the church must 
be defined in terms of the coming of the kingdom of God. 
Most congregations, therefore, lean towards a position of 
power – even missionary theory is then translated in 
terms of the attraction model: How do we assemble a 
bigger audience?

•	 Our theological understanding of our office as king, 
priest and prophet excludes the apostolic function. The 
Christian movement was established after the death, 
resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ by the power of 
the Holy Spirit, and the expansion of this movement was 
entrusted to the apostles, disciples and other followers of 
Jesus to whom Jesus gave the command to proclaim this 
message to the whole world (Keifert 2007:21). The task of 
the church is to form a new religious community, and an 
understanding of our apostolic office will help us to 
redefine our identity and calling.

What should happen in 
congregations?
The calling of the congregation embodies the theology of 
missio Dei. Missio Dei means the following:

•	 The church is called and sent by the Triune God to spread 
the gospel and to form new religious communities. Missio 
Dei is the mission of God: The Father who sent the Son, 
the Son and the Father who sent the Spirit, and the Son 
who sends the congregation with the Spirit who guides, 
encourages, comforts and empowers. God’s nature is 
love and light, but God’s character is missionary. It is, 
therefore, not the church that does the missionary part, 
but the church is called by God to join God’s mission 
(Keifert 2017:265).

•	 It is God’s mission that wishes to include us. God’s 
mission continues and the church is called to join God in 
his work within the specific context of the congregation. 
The church does not have a mission separate from her 
identity, because to be church, is to be called and sent; to 
be church, is to be called, gathered, centred and sent as 
part of God’s mission. And God invites us to join him 
where he works (Keifert 2007:22).

•	 Therefore, the church does not do things merely because 
it chooses to do so or because the church law demands it. 
We do what we do because of our love for God. In 
accordance with 2 Corinthians 5:14: ‘For Christ’s love 

compels us, because we are convinced that Christ died for 
all’. Keifert (2017) aptly states: 

	 Missio Dei was an expression of the doctrine of the 
trinity – namely the expression of the divine sending 
forth of self, the sending of the Son and Holy Spirit to 
the world. (p. 268)

•	 God invites us to be cocreators with him. God is already 
working, we can simply join him. This means that we do 
not go out and invite God to come with us. God already 
went ahead of us (Lk 10) and invites us to join him. We 
often make plans, even in the Name of Christ, and then 
we ask God to bless our plans and to come with us. No, 
God went before us. When we reach the people God sent 
us to, we will discover that God is already at work there.

A definition of a missional 
congregation
Reggie McNeal (2009:23) regards a missional congregation as 
follows: ‘The missional church believes it is God who is on a 
mission and that we are to join him in it’. Newbigin (1989) 
describes it as follows: 

It seems to me to be of great importance to insist that mission is 
not first of all an action of ours. It is an action of God. This may 
lead to an own definition: A congregation that is the difference 
and that makes a difference, not only in the lives of her members, 
but also in the community of which she forms part. (p. 134)

How will we apply this? With an 
adapting ministry
Intentional interim ministry is, therefore, not merely a 
technical change that has to occur in the congregation. Not 
only the congregation’s maintenance has to be carried out 
differently but an adapting change has to occur. This change 
can be initiated when the congregation (re)discovers her 
identity in God’s mission.

This can possibly be a design flaw in the method of interim 
ministry. According to Dilts’s neurological levels of change 
(Knight 1999:88) identity merely asks: who is the 
congregation? However, the spiritual question remains 
unasked and unanswered, namely: For whom does the 
congregation exist/live? The answer to this spiritual question 
can help to determine the congregation’s future. It can be the 
difference between mere maintenance and transformation. 
For example: The congregation’s identity can be understood 
as being a congregation of Christ. But they can still live for 
themselves, by asking: How can we get more people into the 
church? By contrast, a congregation of Christ that lives for 
him alone asks: how can we motivate the whole body of 
Christ to be involved in God’s mission in our part of the 
world? The church as being sent rather than as having a 
mission, did not so much focus on getting people into the 
church, but on being church in the everyday life among and 
with friends, neighbours, colleagues and strangers (Keifert 
2007:22). Leslie Newbigin (1989) also confirms this:
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The church is not meant to call men and women out of the world 
into a safe religious enclave but to call them out in order to send 
them back as agents of God’s kingship. (p. 136)

 Indeed, it is and remains Christ’s great command in Matthew 
28:16–20. Such an attitude reflects a kingdom perspective. 
The church remains in the service of the kingdom of God.

Here the neurological levels of change can be useful to 
develop and guide congregations:

Spirituality has to do with man’s internal journey and 
relationship with a higher Being, in this case with the Lord 
God. For an organisation such as the church this means the 
calling of the congregation and the interaction of the 
congregation with the community and other organisations 
(O’Connor 2001:29). The questions that are asked are the 
following: For whom do I do what I do? For whom do I live? 
(Harris 1998:43).

Identity has to do with how someone thinks about himself or 
herself; how you see yourself and talk about yourself. The 
values and beliefs that define you and your purpose in life. A 
person expresses himself or herself through behaviour, skills, 
values and beliefs. Yet we are more than any of these levels. It 
describes the culture of an organisation (O’Connor 2001:28). 
The questions asked are: Who are you? Who am I in Christ?

Values and beliefs are part of the building material that makes 
each person what he or she really is. Changing values and 
beliefs may lead to new objectives and meaning (Tosey & 
Matison 2005:152) – what you believe about yourself and that 
which is important to you. These values and beliefs influence 
personal capabilities, which in turn determine your 
behaviour, while behaviour influences the environment. In 
the church environment these are the principles of religious 
actions and existing values. The question asked is: Why is it 
important to you?

Capabilities are not concerned with the person’s qualifications 
and experience, but with the skills we apply to reach results 
and goals. On an organisational level, these are the processes 
and procedures that are put in place. The questions asked 
are: What are your capabilities? Which do you need?

Behaviour includes what you think, say and do, and also 
‘how’ things are done. Behaviour is the most difficult level to 
change since behaviour is always perceived from the outside 
(O’Connor 2001:28). The question asked is: what are your 
behaviours?

The environment is the immediate environment where you 
operate. It is more than the location. It also includes the time 
and the people that influence your decisions and behaviour. 
It determines the parameters of all that is included. The 
questions asked are: When? Where? (O’Connor 2001:28–29).

In the research (Bester 2018), the story of two congregations 
was researched. Both congregations were going through a 

process of interim ministry. The congregations, A and B, 
which were defined in a descriptive-empirical manner, not 
only (re)discovered their own identity with the application 
(where the congregation takes part in discussions) of the 
neurological levels of change but also their unique calling 
and spirituality. The calling in turn signifies God’s preference 
and promised future for the specific congregation in that 
particular context. That is why it is preferable to guide the 
congregation to the (re)discovery of her calling and 
spirituality, instead of only her identity.

See O’Connor’s (2001:29) schematic representation of the 
neurological levels of change (Figure 1).

These logical levels do not form a hierarchy with spirituality 
at the top and the environment at the bottom. The levels are 
interconnected and influence each other. A change on one 
level will necessarily affect the other levels (O’Connor 
2001:28–29). Dilts, quoted by Tosey and Matison (2005), states 
the following:

This denotes that change at a higher level (e.g. identity) has more 
far-reaching consequences for the person in that this is likely to 
affect an increasingly wide range of beliefs, capabilities and 
behaviours. (p. 149)

When a problem develops on a specific level, the other levels 
must be tested to ensure that those levels function correctly. 
Therefore, each of these levels involves a person’s neurology 
(Harris 1998:43). These neurological levels of change form 
part of the modelling process. The answers to the questions 
on each level help the NLP user to establish a profile and data 
bank of each one that is modelled. This information can then 
be applied when new capabilities and skills have to be 
learned by other persons who do not have the specific 
capabilities and skills. Or in the words of Dilts:

The concept of logical levels of learning and change was 
initially formulated as a mechanism in the behavioural 
sciences by Gregory Bateson, based on the work of Bertrand 
Russell in logic and mathematics. The term logical levels, as 
it is used in NLP, was adapted from Bateson’s work by Robert 
Dilts in the mid-1980s and refers to a hierarchy of levels or 
processes within an individual or group. The function of each 
level is to synthesise, organise and direct the interactions on 
the level below it. Changing something on an upper level 

Beyond
 identity Identity

Benifits and 
values

Capabilities Behaviour

Environment

FIGURE 1: Neurological levels of change. 
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would necessarily ‘radiate’ downward, precipitating change 
on the lower level. Changing something on a lower level 
could, but would not necessarily, affect the upper levels (Dilts 
et al. 1991:688).

According to O’Connor (2001:30), one can determine on 
which level a person thinks by merely listening to the words 
used. O’Connor uses the example of: I can’t do that here:

•	 If the I is emphasised, it is a statement of identity. I can’t 
do that here.

•	 If the can’t is emphasised, it is a statement of belief: I can’t 
do that here.

•	 If the do is emphasised, it is a statement of capability: 
I can’t do that here.

•	 If the that is emphasised, it is a statement of behaviour: 
I can’t do that here.

•	 If the here is emphasised, it is a statement of environment: 
I can’t do that here.

The idea with the neurological levels of change is to help 
with the thinking process. It makes it possible to distinguish 
between the action and the person, since many people judge 
themselves by what they do. A child is often regarded as 
naughty (identity) if he or she does something wrong 
(behaviour). The neurological levels of change are, therefore, 
not meant as a mechanistic technique. If you know on which 
level you perceive yourself as trapped or stranded, you can 
more readily find a solution (O’Connor 2001:30).

That is why it is essential to acquire new capabilities during 
changing circumstances. The purpose of these capabilities is 
not only to reaffirm or determine the own identity of the 
congregation but especially to make the necessary 
adjustments regarding the calling and spirituality of the 
congregation. This will inevitably mean that other 
congregations in similar situations can be modelled for help 
and advice.

The fact that people know and/or obtain insight is not a 
required condition for behavioural or attitude change. It is 
not enough even for the Christian believer just to hear that he 
or she should live their Christianity every day (Kruger & 
Bester 2002).

With the NLP approach, one could answer that information 
has an effect when an outcome meets certain criteria:

•	 Where information is linked to a capability, such as how to 
carry out a specific action.

•	 You know or understand what is required.
•	 To know more, for the sake of new knowledge.
•	 In the context of decision-making, where ‘understand’ 

(having an understanding of the cause with a view to 
preventive thinking) is regarded as a prerequisite for 
effective decision-making (Alder & Heather 1999:37–39).

According to the NLP approach information, which should 
lead to attitude renewal or change, should be converted to a 
reference experience. One lives from this place that is called 

experience. Behaviour is formed as a blueprint from 
experience before the behaviour is carried out. Within 
the experience, the final test for the recognition or approval 
of content is in a person’s thoughts. This test is verbally 
expressed as follows:

•	 It feels good.
•	 It seems acceptable to me.
•	 It sounds right.

Or negative content, if the test is not successful (Kruger 
& Bester 2002).

From experience, we know that nothing happens when 
people listen and listen attentively. Please test your own 
experience of a similar incident. It is as if the information 
remains on the level of words: The hearing action is not 
followed by any specific pictures, sounds or feeling 
processes that are necessary to internalise the information; in 
other words, it is not converted into a personalised reference 
experience.

The study that NLP made of the internal processes of top 
achievers (in business, leadership and sport) indicated that 
the more distinctions are made in experience, the more 
effective or competent the person becomes in reaching his or 
her outcomes. Christianity as a philosophy of life, in a world 
that is inherently hostile to the practice of Christianity, 
requires all the appropriate distinctions in experience to 
remain faithful to the calling of Christ. The calling of 
Christians requires the difficult but constant distinction of: 
What is the Christian thing to do now?

Smit (2001:11) is probably right with his comment: ‘The 
practice of ministry does not call for quick answers, but for 
careful reflection and wise discernment’. Browning (1991:1) 
in turn urges: ‘… for the recognition of the practical wisdom 
present in communities of faith and proposes a new route 
for the process of theologising: from practice to theory and 
back again’.

The research showed that there is not one process that 
would suit all congregations equally well. The 
circumstances of each congregation will have to be taken 
into account properly before a theoretical approach for the 
specific congregation can be chosen. This can happen only 
if the work is done consistently and with religious 
discernment.

Reggie McNeal (2009:50) states that we are moving away 
from the Attendance, Buildings and Cash (ABC) measuring 
method to a Missional, Relational and Incarnating (MRI) 
measuring. According to him, congregations should obtain 
a different scorecard for the measuring. That is why a 
number of questionnaires were developed recently to 
determine more rapidly what lives in the hearts of the 
congregation. When these questionnaires have been 
processed, it can help to plan the ministry in the specific 
congregation.
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Questionnaire 1

1.	 Which events in the past affected the congregation 
positively?

2.	 Which events are currently affecting the congregation?
3.	 Do you believe that the leadership can lead the 

congregation to a new future?
4.	 What change in the community affects the 

congregation?
5.	 What new things do you think is God doing in the 

congregation?
6.	 What is your hope for the future of the congregation?

The sustainability index (Bester 2017) was developed in 
cooperation with an industrial engineer to assist 
congregations in acquiring insight into and understanding 
of their context – precisely because congregations do not 
wish to or cannot manage to understand the actual 
seriousness of the situation. The sustainability index helps 
to bring congregations to the point where they are 
confronted with the reality of their situation. In the 
sustainability index the emphasis is not on finances but on 
the missional nature of the congregation. The missional 
questions were adapted from McNeal’s (2009) recommended 
alteration of the scorecards of congregations. Previous 
research (Bester 2015) showed that congregations that make 
missional adjustments are more likely to survive in the long 
term than congregations that continue to focus on 
maintenance. For the complete questionnaire, refer to the 
PhD thesis of Bester (2018).

The percentage of the weight for each question is indicated in 
Figure 2.

Dwelling in the world
This method is used with the permission of the Church 
Innovation Institute. With the information gathered in this 
way, we can determine where God is already active in the 
congregation. Every member indicates his or her own 
involvement for each of the seven items and encircles the 
three where they are most involved. This can help the 
congregation to (re)discover her calling.

Spirituality wheel of Corinne Ware
The spirituality wheel helps the congregation to determine 
their spirituality type by means of a questionnaire. For the 
sake of completeness, a short summary of each spirituality 
type is given.

Corinne Ware mentions in her book Discover Your Spiritual 
Type (1995) that there are four types of spirituality, which are 
presented below.

The head spirituality
Approach
Focuses strongly on the rational, logic and reasoning.

God’s voice is most clear when:

•	 the mind is addressed
•	 a new understanding of God is reached
•	 faith can be researched and explained.

Conversation with God
People in this spirituality focus in prayer on:

•	 logical structure 
•	 guidance from Scripture.

Outcomes
•	 Bible study
•	 confessions of faith
•	 doctrines and dogma.

The heart spirituality
Approach
Focuses on an emotional relationship with God through 
experience.

God’s voice is most clear through:

•	 worship
•	 music 
•	 spontaneous prayer.

Conversation with God
The prayers of persons with this spirituality are intense and 
personal.

Outcomes
•	 prayer groups
•	 testimony
•	 praise.

1

2

3

4

5

6 1. Congregants  (26%)

2. Missional (37%)

3. Finances (13%) 

4. Property (5%) 

5. Pastor (8%) 

6. Neighbouring 
    congrega�on (11%) 

Neighbouring congregation – 11%; Pastor – 8%; Property – 5%; Finances – 13%; Missional – 37%; 
Congregants – 26%.
The questions of the sustainability index are comprised as follows: Congregant questions 
1 + 2; Missional questions 3–6; Finances questions 7–9; Property questions 10 + 12; Pastor 
question 11; Neighbouring congregations question 13; Environment question 14.
The total score of the index is 37 and is composed as follows: 0–9 Not at all sustainable; 10–14 
Not sustainable; 15–19 Almost sustainable; 20–29 Possibly sustainable; 30 + Sustainable. 

FIGURE 2: The percentage of the weighting.
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The mystic (inner) spirituality
Approach
•	 Focuses on the mystery and greatness of God, which can 

only be experienced in your innermost being.
•	 God is too great to be understood, and that calls on us to 

be humble.
•	 God’s voice is most clear when we are silent.

Conversation with God
•	 The prayers of persons with this spirituality are quiet, 

with few words.

Outcomes
•	 Meditations.

The hand spirituality
Approach
•	 Focuses on obedience to God’s command.
•	 God’s voice is most clear when his work is being done.

Conversation with God
The prayers of persons with this spirituality are synonymous 
with being engaged in God’s work.

Outcomes
•	 charity projects
•	 care wards
•	 service to others.

Every person will probably experience something of God in 
all four quadrants but will hear God’s voice best and answer 
to it in his or her preferred spirituality type. The church in its 
work cannot limit itself to one quadrant, especially because 
no single spirituality type is better than another. If that should 
happen, it would result in some people never hearing God’s 
voice loud and clear in the church and never really becoming 
ready for service.

Conclusion
Congregations that are guided missionally not only discover 
their own identity and spirituality but also find that a new 
calling takes form. The congregations realise anew that they 
belong to the Lord Jesus Christ and that he maintains his 
church on earth. Therefore, not everything is about the own 
congregation any more, but about God’s kingdom. When 
there is an understanding of and a vision for the kingdom, 
congregations no longer live and exist for themselves, but 
for God and his kingdom. Consequently, the most important 
focus is no longer to maintain structures, but to serve in the 
kingdom. This way the congregation’s new identity and 
new spirituality lead to a new calling. The congregation 
redefines its success in terms of faithfulness to God’s calling.
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