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The	recent	plan	of	prominent	billion-
aires,	led	by	Bill	Gates	and	Warren	Buf-
fet,	 to	pledge	 to	give	away	at	 least	half	
of	 their	money	 reminds	me	of	 the	core	
meaning	of	“the	institutional	church.”

Perhaps	like	me,	you	are	used	to	hear-
ing	the	expression	“institutional	church”	
as	 a	 disapproving	 term	 for	 religious	 or-
ganizations	 stuck	 on	 themselves,	 their	
buildings,	budgets,	and	corporate	life.	In	
the	1960s	 it	was	the	term	almost	 inter-
changeable	with	“organized	religion”	for	
that	 which	 was	 imagined	 to	 oppress	 or	
squash	 personal	 spirituality.	 Organized	
religion	or	the	institutional	church	were	
described	 as	 telling	 people	 to	 conform	
to	standards	made	by	rulers	out	of	touch	
with	reality	(you	don’t	need	to	be	orga-
nized	or	religious	for	that	to	happen!).	As	
I	look	back	on	the	last	50	years,	however,	
I	am	convinced	that	either	word	was	ac-
tually	 used	 to	 express	 contempt	 for	 an	
organization	that	did	not	see	things	our	
way,	or	did	not	share	our	pathology.	This	
is,	sadly,	still	very	much	the	case.

It	 was	 not	 always	 that	 way.	 In	 my	
research	 into	 the	 life	 and	 ministry	 of		
William	Augustus	Muhlenberg	(1796—
1877),	the	Anglican	member	of	a	famous	
family	of	Pennsylvania	Lutherans,	I	was	
startled	 to	 discover	 that	 “institutional	
church”	originally	bore	 a	meaning	 that	

we	still	need	to	contemplate.	Muhlenberg	
was	born	to	a	very	wealthy	family	and	yet	
managed	to	die	with	a	net	worth	of	$40.	
He	did	not	lose	his	money	through	lavish	
living,	fi	nancial	crisis	or	bad	investing,	nor	
was	he	defrauded	by	confi	dence	tricksters.	
He	 had	 put	 all	 of	 his	 money	 and	 much	
of	 his	 family’s	 into	 building	 institutions	
through	which	the	church	could	care	for	
the	poor	and	the	sick.

Muhlenberg	 abhorred	 the	 fact	 that	
the	Episcopal	Church	he	knew	was	 in-
deed	a	church	for	the	wealthy:	in	much	
of	the	country,	in	order	to	belong	to	their	
parish,	 Episcopalians	 had	 to	 buy	 a	 pew	
and	pay	an	annual	assessment	on	it	an-
nually.	 It	 was	 like	 paying	 an	 initiation	
fee	in	a	club	and	then	being	responsible	
for	 annual	 dues.	 	 As	 Muhlenberg	 saw	
the	 population	 of	 this	 country	 turning	
increasingly	to	 less	elitist	and	exclusive	
protestant	 bodies	 he	 wrote,	 spoke	 and	
acted	 to	 make	 his	 denomination	 one	
open	to	and	caring	for	all	Americans.

He	warmed	up	to	his	 task	by	starting	
the	public	schools	in	Lancaster	while	at	
St.	James.	In	New	York	he	founded	a	col-
lege	and	invented	the	model	of	the	Epis-
copal	 prep	 school.	 He	 wanted	 schools	
to	 form	 youth	 into	 socially	 responsible	
citizens	(St.	Paul’s,	Concord	was	among	
those	built	directly	on	his	model).	

Muhlenberg	 addressed	 the	 idea	 of	 a	
church	for	all	people	by	building	one	of	
the	fi	rst	“free”	Episcopal	churches	in	the	
country,	 Holy	 Communion,	 New	 York	
City.	The	church	was	“free”	in	that	it	re-
quired	no	pew	rents,	and	was	supported	

by	the	stewardship	of	its	membership.	

Muhlenberg	 worked	 very	 hard	 to	
make	 his	 parish	 what	 he	 unapologeti-
cally	 called	 an	 “institutional	 church.”	
When	he	used	 that	 term	he	wanted	 to	
lead	 people	 away	 from	 thinking	 of	 the	
church	 solely	 as	 a	 place	 of	 spiritual	 re-
freshment,	 on	 the	 model	 of	 an	 English	
village	 parish.	 He	 hoped	 that	 his	 pa-
rishioners	 would	 see	 their	 identity	 as	
Christians	as	being	far	from	personal;	he	
hoped	 they	 would	 follow	 Jesus	 and	 get	
organized	to	serve	the	community.	Their	
parish	became	a	social	and	spiritual	ser-
vice	 institution.	 Many	 of	 these	 efforts	
have	 spun-off	 and	 become	 community-
based	institutions.

And	it	happened.	A	parish	was	born	in	
which	 rich	 and	 poor	 worshipped	 side	 by	
side—almost	unheard	of	then,	and	not	all	
that	common	now.	From	his	little	church	
on	 20th	 Street	 there	 sprang	 New	 York’s	
Easter	Parade,	as	parishioners	took	fl	owers	
to	the	sick	and	shut-in	on	Easter	Sunday.	
He	invented	the	fresh	air	programs	for	city	
children.	A	parish	infi	rmary	later	became	
St.	Luke’s	hospital	(now	St.	Luke’s-Roos-
evelt).	 His	 last	 great	 work	 was	 St.	 John-
land,	 an	 industrial	 community	 designed	
to	give	the	urban	poor	the	opportunity	to	
make	themselves	a	new	life	with	dignity.	
St.	Johnland	still	serves	the	community	as	
a	nursing	and	neuro-rehab	center	in	what	
is	now	King’s	Park,	Long	Island.

In	all	these	efforts	he	used	his	own	money	
and	recruited	his	family	and	many	wealthy	
people	in	the	Northeast	to	pitch	in.	His	vi-
sion	anticipates	that	of	Buffet	and	Gates.

Being	 well-intentioned	 is	 extraordi-
narily	 important,	 and	 it	 is	 to	 be	 spiri-
tually	 based.	 However,	 as	 Bill	 Gates	 is	
reminding	his	peers,	organized	action	is	
what	 serves	 the	 people	 of	 the	 earth	 in	
ways	no	individual	can.	

Nowhere	 in	 the	 Bible	 is	 it	 written	
that	charity	begins	at	home.	The	nine-
teenth-century	idea	of	the	“institutional	
church,”	 was	 the	 attempt	 to	 get	 us	 to	
see	our	church	homes	as	fountains	from	
which	discipled	works	of	 charity	would	
fl	ow	to	those	who	might	or	might	never	
become	fellow	members.	

I	am	grateful	for	what	Gates	and	Buffet	
are	doing,	and	wish	them	every	success	
in	their	recruitment	efforts.	In	doing	so,	
I	 remember	 gratefully	 that	 such	 efforts	
are	 a	part	of	our	 tradition	and	ongoing	
commitment	to	serve	the	world.
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By BiShoP PAUL V. mArShALL

Last	month	we	outlined	the	mission	and	
fi	ndings	of	the	newly	re-formed	Commit-
tee	on	Congregational	Renewal	in	the	Di-
ocese	of	Bethlehem.		This	month	we	will	
address	a	proposed	process	for	moving	into	
congregational	renewal.

I. PRAYER

The	most	important	part	of	turning	risk	
into	opportunity	is	to	create	a	context	of	
prayer.	 	 What	 will	 set	 this	 process	 apart	
from	 typical	 secular,	 management	 style	
will	be	prayerful	listening	to	God	for	direc-
tion.		We	want	to	place	the	seriousness	of	
the	time	and	tasks	ahead	within	the	frame-
work	of	prayer.	We	suggest	that	a	context	
of	prayer	be	established	as	follows:

•	The	preparation	of	a	prayer	that	can	
be	used	at	services	of	worship,	for	private	
prayer,	and	by	prayer	groups.	

•	 A	 day	 of	 guided	 prayer,	 meditation	
and	refl	ection	for	all	clergy.

•	A	diocesan-wide	meeting	to	begin	the	
process	with	prayer	and	invocation	of	the	
Holy	Spirit.

•	Establishment	of	a	prayer	group	in	ev-
ery	 congregation	 to	 pray	 for	 the	 renewal	
and	 transformation	 of	 each	 congregation	
of	the	Diocese.							

II. CONGREGATIONAL DIS-
CERNMENT

We	 suggest	 that	 congregations	 engage	
in	 a	 process	 of	 discernment	 that	 focuses	
on	 their	 strengths,	or	what	 they	do	well,	
rather	 than	 on	 their	 weaknesses.	 When	
the	 starting	 point	 is	 the	 recognition	 of	
the	abundance	of	God’s	gifts	and	talents,	
the	congregation	can	fi	nd	new	and	posi-
tive	 energy	 to	 break	 out	 of	 the	 negative	
cycles	 of	 dependency	 and	 inaction.	 One	
way	to	engage	 in	congregational	discern-

ment	is	through	‘asset	mapping,’	the	pro-
cess	or	reviewing	the	positive	assets	of	the	
congregation.	This	provides	clear	data	and	
relational	opportunities	and	unleashes	the	
creative	 imagination	 to	 what	 can	 be	 by	
asking	three	crucial	questions:

•	Who	are	we?

•	What	has	God	called	us	to	do	or	be?

•	Who	is	my	neighbor?

III. STRATEGIC PLANNING

We	suggest	that	each	congregation	be	in-
volved	in	strategic	planning	which	has	goals,	
objectives,	and	benchmarks.			This	is	a	struc-
tured	process	to	allow	both	data	and	feelings	
to	 surface	 to	 explore	 identity	 and	 purpose,	
and	to	bring	together	the	past	and	a	vision	of	
the	future	to	see	the	options	for	the	present.		

This	 is	group	conversation	 in	which	the	
members	 of	 the	 group	 tell	 their	 stories	 of	
the	history	of	the	congregation	and	their	life	

within	it.		In	this	conversation	they	reveal	
the	values	of	the	community	and	those	mo-
ments	when	God’s	call	to	mission	was	clear	
to	 them.	 	 The	 conversation	 will	 uncover	
what	is	important	and	relevant,	not	only	by	
rehearsing	the	past,	but	beginning	to	evoke	
the	 future,	 inspiring	 them	 to	 hear	 what	
“God	calls	us	to	be	or	to	do.”

There	is	a	need	to	have	a	common	dioc-
esan	strategic	planning	instrument	for	this	
process	that	would	reap	a	common	base-
line	of	information	and	data,	as	well	as	be	
systemic	and	unify	the	diocesan	effort.

IV. PARTNERSHIPS

The	 next	 stage	 is	 to	 identify	 and	 link	
to	 strategic	 partners.	 	 The	 discernment	
process	will	have	identifi	ed	those	organi-
zations	and	groups	within	the	wider	com-
munity	which	share	the	same	values	and	
similar	 missions.	 	 How	 can	 a	 “strategic”	
partnership	 or	 alliance	 be	 forged	 with	


