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David Emery has a big voice and 
a bigger personality. He moved 
through seminary with all of the 
confidence that a tall, strong 

man, who “looks like a preacher,” possesses. 
In the first chapter of his ministry, the 
congregations he served blossomed and 
grew under his leadership.

But along the way, as the landscape for ministry began to 
shift, Emery slammed into a brick wall. What had worked 
well in previous years simply wasn’t the answer in a time 
of  change. Teetering on the edge of  clergy burnout, he 
experienced what he calls, “holy discontent.” It took soul-
searching and self-examination to allow God to inhabit 
his heart, life, and ministry in a new way.

Learning from experience
That humbling experience, says 
Emery, who now serves as senior 
minister at Middletown Christian 
Church, a vibrant 175-year-old 
Disciples congregation near Louisville, 
Ky., was the unexpected key to his learning how to 
navigate change. It offered crucial lessons on how to lead 
a congregation through major shifts. 

Emery and other Disciples pastors with similar stories are 
bringing those lessons to bear on a five-hour-long General 
Assembly Learning Track called, “Leading Change.”
Leadership today isn’t about acquiring the right set of  
skills or techniques, says Emery. It’s not about finding the 
“experts” or creating a program. Leadership in an era 
of  great change requires relationships – with people who 

are already engaged in ministries of  transformation, and 
those who are just beginning. And it requires a deepening 
relationship with Christ. “If  you’re not experiencing the 
presence of  Christ in your life, it can’t happen for the 
church,” Emery says. “It requires tremendous risk-taking 
in order to begin to lead in that way.”

No roadmaps
Pastors and other leaders that have been there, describe 
congregational transformation as a journey through the 
wilderness – no map, no strategic plan, and no quick fix. 

Who will lead the 
transformation?

LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
learning track > “leading Change”
2:30 p.m. to 5 p.m.
Mon., July 11 and Wed., July 13

This Learning Track is an opportunity to 
meet face to face with people who are 
knee-deep in transformational work.

- Dawn Weaks
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It is a journey that begins with their own transformation, 
many report. Leading change requiresthat leaders learn to 
lean on God. 

So, how to package that for a learning opportunity? How 
might General Assembly planners create the space for 
Disciples ministers to become a learning community – not 
only during the July gathering, but also potentially when 
the Assembly disperses?

Planners took at least some of  their cues from a Disciples 
Leadership Summit held more than a year ago. The 2010 
gathering was born out of  desire to better address two of  
the Disciples “2020 Vision” priorities: foster leaders for a 
changing church and revitalize existing congregations.
In the Leadership Summit, Disciples pastors who were 
obviously leading their congregations through change 
were invited to share what they were learning on the “front 
lines.” Among stories of  heartache and hope, exhaustion 
and elation, the pastors shared how they learned – and 
still are learning – to lead, live, and even thrive in today’s 
context.

Tell it! 
Dawn Weaks, pastor of  Raytown Christian Church, 
Raytown, Mo., who is helping plan the Learning Track, 
was one of  the storytellers at the Leadership Summit.

Weaks says an important part of  the General 
Assembly Learning Track is story sharing. Pastors 
from congregations in transformation will share their 
experiences along their journeys. But just as important, 
they will share the practices that helped sustain them 

personally through that time – and how to translate those 
lessons to their congregations.

Emcee of  the event, Alvin O. Jackson, pastor of  Park 
Avenue Christian Church, New York City, will share part 
of  his journey, which includes rebuilding a community of  
300 after a devastating fire into a thriving faith community 
of  7,000+. Since that time, his ministry story includes ups 
and downs that have, like Emery’s, helped him understand 
the risk and pain that leading change requires. 

Sustaining practices
During this learning track, Disciples will hear from 
leaders of  churches of  all different sizes, says Weaks. The 
emphasis is on encouragement and empowerment – not 
on training or on listening to a handful of  experts and 
taking notes. 

LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
learning track > “leading Change”
2:30 p.m. to 5 p.m.
Mon., July 11 and Wed., July 13

Don and Charisse gillett East 
Second Street Christian Church, 
Lexington, Ky.

Alvin O. Jackson
Park Avenue 
Christian Church, 
New York

David emery
Middletown Christian 
Church, Middletown, 
Ky., 

Joan Dennehy
Findlay Street 
Christian Church, 
Seattle, Wash.

If you’re not experiencing 
the presence of Christ in 
your life, it can’t happen 
for the church. It requires 
tremendous risk-taking in 
order to begin to lead in 
that way.               
                                - David Emery
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Three pastors scheduled to share their ministry stories are 
Emery; Joan Dennehy, pastor of  Findlay Street Christian 
Church, a small Seattle, Wash., congregation; and Don 
and Charisse Gillett, of  East Second Street Christian 
Church, Lexington, Ky. 

“This learning track is an opportunity to meet face to 
face with people who are knee-deep in transformational 
work,” Weaks says. “You’re going to hear the stories of  
the joys, sorrows, successes and failures that go along with 
it.”

Clergy and lay leaders alike will benefit from participating 
in this learning track, says Linda Gardner, who is 
facilitating the planning team. 

“This is going to be high energy. It will be innovative and 
participative, with lots of  dialogue, lots of  telling, and also 
lots of  listening both to the Spirit and to each other,” she 
said.

Learning Track Team
Learning Track Planning Team is 
comprised of  seasoned pastors and leaders 
who have experience leading change: 

D A V I D  E M E R Y
pastor, Middletown 
Christian Church, Louisville, Ky.

L I N D A  G A R D N E R
process consultant, EveryVoice; 
Church Extension board chair, 
Fullerton, Calif.

R I C H A R D  H A M M
former Disciples General Minister 
and President and author of the 
2020 Vision, Indianapolis

G E N E  L A W S O N
pastor, Real Faith Christian Church, 
Clarksdale, Miss.

J O S E  M O R A L E S
transitional regional pastor, 
Central Rocky Mountain Region

J A N E T  M AY K U S
director of Church Relations, 
Texas Christian University, 
Fort Worth, Texas

D O U G  P F E I F F E R
pastor, Faith Christian Church, 
Omaha, Neb.

D A W N  W E A K S
pastor Raytown Christian Church, 
Raytown, Mo.


