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On the Igniting Imagination podcast, host Lisa Greenwood asks guest Brian McLaren his advice 
for those working in the ‘center’ of the church, the institutionalists who serve within the current 
organizational structure of the denomination. In the United Methodist Church, these faithful folks are 
pastors serving local churches, District Superintendents, Conference Leaders, and Bishops. Brian 
McLaren is an author, speaker and activist whose most recent books “Faith After Doubt” and “Do I Stay 
Christian” speak directly to those who have or are currently deconstructing their faith and deciding 
what their relationship with the church will be going forward. 
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McLaren’s advice to those leading in the institutional church? 
Imitate the innovators. Start with a day or a half-day a week and 
spend it imitating the innovators. 

McLaren observes that managing the institution is particularly 
draining right now because the institution is in decline. “The 
institution is under stress. The institution is facing schism in many 
cases. The greatest temptation, if you’re leading an institution, 
is that you spend your one, as Mary Oliver says, your one wild 
and precious life micromanaging the decline of the institution.” 
Imitating the innovators is not only an antidote to burnout for 
leaders, it is also the birthplace of hope for the present and future 
of the institutional church.

So, what does it look like to imitate the innovators? The 2022 Locke Innovative Leader Award 
recipients show us the way! (Ok, actually four ways for the purpose of this article). They are explorers 
and risk-takers, contributing to their fields, to society, and to the church in innovative, impactful ways 
because they are not content to maintain the status quo. 

Kit Evans-Ford’s passion for non-violence led her to learn how to start a social enterprise that employs 
women healing from domestic violence and offers them holistic services to support their journey. 
Coté Soerens moved to South Park, Seattle, an under-resourced neighborhood, and started a coffee 
shop where neighbors meet and work together to make a difference in their community. David Bailey 
brings together his love for music with the world’s need for racial reconciliation in his nonprofit 
where organizations and congregations learn and transform to become a “foretaste of the kingdom.” 
Shannon Hopkins’ deep faith sent her halfway across the world to engage with new ways of doing and 
being church and start a nonprofit that supports leaders of non-traditional faith communities. 

Here are four ways to imitate these extraordinary innovative leaders.
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P U R S U E  T H AT  W H I C H  M A K E S  YO U  C O M E  A L I V E

Howard Thurman says, “Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come alive, and go do 
it. Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.” There are many needs of the world 
and many needs of the church. Research shows that an antidote to feeling overwhelm and burnout 
in response to all of these needs is two things: 1) knowing your purpose and understanding that your 
purpose is part of “something larger” than yourself, 2) locating your purpose not in the infinite needs 
of the world but in what makes you come alive. As Thurman poignantly points out, your part is not to 
solve all the problems of the world but to pursue what makes you come alive. 

There are many ways to discover what makes you come alive. Kit Evans-Ford found it in her family’s 
difficult history with domestic violence and her own experience surviving attempted sexual assualt. 
“Because of what happened to me,” Evans-Ford says, “I have a different sense of empathy and 
compassion and love for women and children who have experienced similar realities.” That empathy, 
compassion, and love for women and children healing from domestic violence makes Evans-Ford 
come alive. Pursuing that aliveness led her to start a social-enterprise that employs women healing 
from domestic violence.

Coté Soerens found her aliveness in her own experience as an immigrant. She knew no one when 
she moved to the United States in her 20s but found soul friends and community in a coffee shop that 
became a safe space for exploring her faith and discerning God’s purpose for her life. Her experience 
led her to open up a coffee shop in an immigrant neighborhood so others could find community, too. 
The coffee shop is more than a coffee shop, it is a gathering place for neighbors to discern God’s 
dreams for their community. 

Shannon Hopkins was tired of asking old questions about Christian community, such as “How do we 
get more people in the pews on Sunday morning?” She started asking new questions about new forms 
of church. Pursuing the answers to these new questions made her come alive and even inspired her 
to move across the ocean! 

Sometimes pursuing aliveness leads us to go to places we never thought we would go. Other times 
our aliveness opens our eyes to see our neighborhood in a whole new way. 
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V I E W  T H E  PA R I S H  A S  YO U R  W O R L D

John Wesley famously said, “The world is my 
parish.” Coté Soerens proposes this slight 
adjustment: what if we add on a second clause? 
The world is my parish and the parish is my world. 
Spending time engaging in the neighborhood, 
meeting neighbors, discovering their gifts and 
graces, bringing people together to work together 
to fulfill God’s dreams for the neighborhood…this 
feels very Wesleyan! Perhaps Wesley would eagerly 
approve of this addition. Coté Soerens at Resistencia Coffee in Seattle, Washington

Columnist David Brooks wrote about “The Localist Revolution” in 2019. The pandemic has only 
accelerated the major trend he observed at that time: more and more people are frustrated by the 
gridlock of national politics and therefore spending their time and money working on change closer to 
home. Applying this to the local church invites leaders frustrated by the gridlock of the denomination 
to focus more time and energy in their neighborhood.

One commonality among our Locke Innovative Leader Award recipients is that they are all deeply 
invested in local relationships. David Bailey and his wife Joy moved to the racially diverse and 
gentrifying neighborhood of Church Hill in Richmond, Virginia. The congregation they helped start 
there mirrors the racial and socio-economic diversity of the neighborhood. Navigating these kinds 
of differences is challenging, David says, but this is the reconciling work of the kingdom and what is 
required in order for communities to become “a foretaste of the kingdom.”
David and Joy have no plans to move from Church Hill. They know their ministry in the neighborhood 
is a long-term investment and that the seeds they planted a decade ago may not bloom for another 
decade or two or three. They will continue to plant and nurture what they have already planted 
because they have taken the long view.

TA K E  T H E  LO N G  V I E W

The NAACP was started in 1909. Their first major court win 
(Brown vs. Board of Education) was in 1954. David Bailey offers 
this historical note to emphasize the need for a long view. “It was 
45 years before they did anything that felt like making progress,” 
he says. “We could get upset that things didn’t happen that quick 
today but stuff just takes a long time. We need to have a long 
view in mind.” 

So, the discernment question is: what is the next faithful step I 
can take today that moves us a little closer towards the world that 
God imagines? 
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Taking the long view has two immediate consequences. First, a long-view rejects a quick-fix mindset. 
Kit Evans-Ford’s approach to healing from domestic violence is holistic. Argrow’s House provides 
women a safe space and access to domestic violence support groups, yoga, spiritual direction, 
therapy, massage therapy, art therapy and more. Women also can work in the bath and body business 
creating beautiful products that provide them a living wage and help them take steps towards financial 
strength and independence. While women receive these services for a certain amount of time, the 
impact is long-term. The long view for these women is sustained health and wholeness of mind, body, 
spirit.

The second consequence of taking the long-view is it elevates the importance of parties. Celebrating 
even small victories is invaluable to keep the ministry’s momentum going. So often we are moving so 
fast that we don’t take the time to stop and give thanks for what God has done and is doing. What and 
whom can you notice and celebrate today? 

Inviting people to come together for a party can be a means of grace. Coté Soerens notes that the 
conversations and connections that happen at parties are often Spirit-inspired. Long-term relationships 
are formed when we create safe spaces for people to meet and share their lives with one another.

B U I L D  YO U R  N E T W O R K  O F  F R I E N D S  A N D  C O L L E AG U E S

Whatever your position in the church today, you need two or three friends who care about you. Brian 
McLaren says these friends need to be non-utilitarian, “not somebody who can fire you or hire you 
or give you a raise or write you a bad report.” Find friends who like you and see your heart and care 
about you, McLaren says, and “when we have two or three friends like that, then we can learn to be 
friends to ourselves in a better way, too.” 

The number three is Biblical and if you ask folks where their good idea or new innovation came from, 
most will tell you it was a small group of friends who helped them imagine the idea and / or think it 
through. 
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Beyond this small group, find others who 
are asking similar questions you are asking. 
Shannon Hopkins never set out to be known 
as an ‘extreme networker’ but as a spiritual 
entrepreneur, she yearned for a community 
of peers–so she created one. Now, Shannon 
connects people with people all the time and all 
the time these connections lead to friendships, 
ministry partnerships, innovative ideas, and 
more. Shannon’s organization RootedGood has 
created an online space for spiritual leaders to 
network and share resources. 

So what is Shannon’s key to effective networking? Don’t try to be effective. Relationships are never a 
means to an end with Shannon. When Shannon meets with someone, she listens another’s soul into 
life. As Quaker Douglas Steele puts it: “To listen another’s soul into life, into a condition of disclosure 
and discovery, may be almost the greatest gift we can offer to another.” Building a network upon this 
kind of listening is surely an invitation for the Spirit to work through the relationships that emerge to 
bless the world.

C O N C LU S I O N

Imitating the innovators in these four ways may not be easy or 
rewarded. For many, the Locke Innovative Leader Award is the 
first time they have received public recognition for their innovative 
ministry. (Watch the Locke Innovative Leader Award Celebration on 
the Wesleyan Investive website. This is 40-minutes of inspiration 
and awe!).

What will happen if those of us in the institution imitate the 
innovators in these four ways? God only knows, and wouldn’t it be 
something to find out?

Click here to listen to Brian McLaren’s episode on 
Igniting Imagination Season 5.

https://award.wesleyaninvestive.org/
https://tmf-fdn.org/podcasts/episode/igniting-imagination-podcast-season5-episode-1



