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Abstract 

Within the current cultural milieu of eclectic pluralism the Western Church 

currently finds itself in, innovation must be a central focus within all aspects of ministry 

in the Christian Church. With the focus that the local church must put on innovation, 

one aspect that will continually be an important factor is how the Church understands, 

interprets, and utilizes failure. The challenge for the local church is to rethink its notion 

of failure which will allow for creativity, new life, and ultimately, transformational 

innovation. By establishing a proper framework and definition of failure, the Church 

will be able to embrace good failure and the benefits it can offer.  

Calling the Church to embrace failure is also a call to embrace innovation and 

Design Thinking. Good failure is not fully beneficial without these two essential and 

creative tools. For every church struggling to muster the confidence to dive into creative 

exploration and experimentation or the minister who wrestles with sustaining a culture 

open to change and new ideas, applying the principles of innovation and Design 

Thinking aid immensely on one’s journey towards success. This path towards success 

will not be simple. At times, the path will be consumed with failure and disruption. Still, 

good failure must be embraced in order to foster adaptive learning, growth, and 

mastery. By adopting an innovative culture and leaning into good failure, the Church 

embraces culture that generates change, pursues excellence, ensures vitality, makes a 
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difference in the world, and seeks to meet the needs of people. As the Church wrestles 

with failure as a means to produce and promote innovation, the local church responds to 

God’s call and partners with God in God’s creative and redemptive work throughout 

the world. Thus, as the Church seeks to continue its impactful work in the world, the 

Church must establish a sound methodology for innovation and untap the creative 

fountain of Design Thinking.   

 Throughout the history of the Christian Church, there have been countless 

extraordinary saints who have innovated, revolutionized, and championed fresh 

expressions and aspects of the Church. However, while it is important to remember the 

Church’s noteworthy saints and their significant contributions, we should not forget that 

there were failures along the way, and these should not be ignored. For the majority of 

United Methodist ministers, John Wesley is one of the most esteemed and highlighted 

saints who dynamically revolutionized, innovated, and restructured the Church. 

Nevertheless, he too experienced failures throughout his life and ministry. Still, with 

each moment of failure, Wesley pressed on and pivoted to innovate in successful ways 

that changed the world forever, even birthing and shaping the people called Methodists.  

In today’s rapidly changing world, local churches need to follow the example of 

John Wesley – embrace good failure, practice innovation, and restore imagination to 

ensure their future. Regardless of how fast the world continues to spin, churches must 

recognize profound changes must be made to establish a sound framework for failure 
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and innovation, foster an innovative culture, and evoke an operational model change 

that allows the Church to be better than it was yesterday. Ultimately, local churches 

must awaken its innovative spirit and join God in God’s ministry throughout the world. 
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Introduction 

Local churches in the United States are faced with countless dilemmas in today’s 

rapidly changing world to remain relevant and positively morph with those they serve. 

Identifying the best way to incarnationally serve communities, love one’s neighbor, and 

join God in God’s ministry has become a challenge for countless local churches as what 

has worked does not always continue to work. Memberships dwindle, local churches 

continue to close their doors or simply remain nostalgic of former glory days. Still, the 

local church is needed and essential to the salt and light in local communities and 

throughout the world and to bear faithful witness to Christ. Thus, how does a local 

church identify the best way forward?  How does the local church secure a sustainable 

ministerial future? The simple answer is to fail and innovate.    

Calling local churches to failure can initially be interpreted as counterproductive, 

contrary to one’s pursuit towards success, and reckless. Why would a local church want 

to experience failure or even consider it as an option that would promote its success? 

However, a call to failure is a call to transformation, success, and innovation. While 

there are elements of failure that can bring counterproductive and manifests adverse 

effects, this thesis will argue that failure, in its various positive and healthy expressions, 

is a powerful and transformative experience that local churches must embrace to spark 

desperately needed innovation in the midst of today’s rapidly changing world. 
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Moreover, this thesis will argue that innovation and vitality are not fully possible 

without an embrace of good failure.   

To emphasize the benefits of failure for the local church, this thesis will explore 

four key themes in four chapters showcasing the benefits of failing on the way towards 

innovation for local churches. The first chapter defines bad failure and good failure. 

Through the definition of good failure, the chapter establishes a framework for the local 

church so good failure and its benefits can be embraced.  

The second chapter builds upon the failure framework and unpacks the 

components of innovation and Design Thinking. This chapter explores the creative tools 

focused on making human-centered impact and calls local churches to apply the 

principles of innovation and Design Thinking as one seeks to make an impact in the 

world. Furthermore, through a pairing of failure and Design Thinking, the local church 

embraces a culture that seeks to generate change and ensure vitality and growth.   

The third chapter showcases pivotal failures in the life and ministry of John 

Wesley that ignited innovation. Utilizing three pivotal moments of failure that 

blossomed into three pivotal innovations, this chapter serves as an example for local 

churches and their leaders and how failure can aid in pushing one towards creative and 

expressive efforts to meet human-centered needs and make the world better. From 

Oxford Methodism to field preaching, the chapter will note how Wesley continuously 

adapted and changed the world.  
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Finally, the fourth chapter is a call to action for local churches. It is not just a 

mere call to fail in hopes of innovating, but it is a charge to change the local church 

culture to foster an environment that promotes through vitality, creativity, and growth. 

This is not a call for local churches to adapt to a new program or tactic, but a call to shift 

the paradigm and to change the operating model. By reinventing the operating model, 

local churches will be empowered to embrace failure sparked innovation for the 

betterment of the local church and its future.        

1. Embracing Good Failure: Establishing a Framework 
for the Local Church that Promotes Adaptive Learning, 
Growth, and Mastery    

Within the current cultural milieu of eclectic pluralism1 the Western Church 

currently finds itself in, innovation must be a central focus within all aspects of ministry 

within the Christian Church.2 With the focus that the local church must put on 

innovation, one aspect that will continually be an important factor is how the Church 

understands, interprets, and utilizes failure. Far too often, failure has been viewed with 

a stigma or has even crippled churches from attempting to move incarnationally into the 

world around it to join with God in ushering in God’s kingdom. To counter fear of 

 

1 Eclectic pluralism is a functional approach to religion that is based on one’s selection of a variety of 

principles and disciplines derived from two or more systems of religion or spiritual practices. Similar to 

syncretism, one combines the multiple practices and disciplines blending the selections into one’s personal 

religious preference.   
2 Innovation is the ability to create and implement new ideas. Such fresh and creative ideas can be gradual, 

transformative, or ground-breaking.   
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failure is difficult – especially when rooted in a church’s experience with failed 

ministries. Many times, fear of failure is rooted in failed experiences and ministries of 

the past and instead of allowing the organization to learn, adjust, and adapt. As a result, 

the failure infects and weighs down the culture of the church to the point that any future 

attempts to learn and thrive are nonexistent.  

Throughout my ministry, I have seen this fear of failure take many shapes. At 

my current appointment, this fear has driven the church to decades of ignoring toxic 

programs and relationships, hesitancy to take ministerial risks, reluctance to creatively 

explore unique expressions of worship, and general apprehension to change. Most 

recently, the fear of failure drove the church to completely abandon a ministerial need of 

the community. Captivated with the call to connect with the youth at a local trailer park, 

the church launched an extension of the annual vacation bible school program. While 

the intentions and empathy behind the outreach were genuine and triggered the new 

ministry, the church quickly abandoned the call as challenges and obstacles presented 

themselves. The fire to partner with God in the ministry amongst this group of 

individuals was quickly extinguished with each negative experience that occurred. As a 

result, the church now strongly claims to never attempt such an outreach again. The 

church did not reassess, learn, adapt, or pivot. The church simply threw in the towel 

when expectations and reality were misaligned. Furthermore, the church fell captive to 

the issue of overemphasizing the possible negative outcomes of any ministerial venture 
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or risk.3 Stopped dead in their tracks, the church fell victim to impact bias.4 All in all, the 

church allowed the negative experience to stop immediate ministerial efforts and hinder 

any future similar ministerial attempts.         

Unfortunately, this story is not isolated to one church, but a picture of a common 

theme throughout local churches and individuals alike. Failure is not an easily embraced 

experience. It jolts confidence and self-worth. It can come wrapped in embarrassment, 

shame, anxiety, and pain. “We respond that way, and then we feel bad about 

responding that way, and so we try to cover it up instead of learn from it. We shouldn’t 

be ashamed of the reaction. It is natural.”5 Consequently, the local church cannot be too 

fearful of failure and cover it up.  The result can quickly become paralysis and 

stagnation preventing the local church from achieving any type of transformative and 

generative innovation. More importantly, it hinders the church from partnering with 

God in God’s ministry throughout the world. Thus, the challenge for the local church is 

to rethink its notion of failure which will allow for creativity, new life, and ultimately, 

transformational innovation.  

 

3 Bradley Staats, Never Stop Learning: Stay Relevant, Reinvent Yourself and Thrive (Boston: Harvard Business 

Review Press, 2018), 54. 
4 Impact bias is a cognitive bias where one has the tendency to overestimate the extent or greatness of future 

emotions and experiences. This overestimate can occur for both positive and negative states of emotion. The 

negative state of impact bias hinders one from positively embracing the benefits of failure as a teacher and 

guide towards innovation. 
5 Staats, 55.  
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For the purposes of clarity, there must be an exploration of the definition of 

failure and a specific distinction between bad failure and good failure.  There are many 

positive aspects of failure; however, not all failure points towards innovation. Thus, by 

establishing a proper framework and definition of failure, the Church will be able to 

embrace good failure and the benefits it can offer. 

1.1 Failure: A Definition  

1.1.1 Bad Failure 

Bad failure takes many shapes including failing to learn, ethical and moral 

mishaps, laziness, self-sabotage, lack of accountability, and destructive unhealthy 

behaviors. Further explained by Greg Jones and Kelly Ryan, the first type of failure to be 

understood as bad failure is when one does not learn from the failures that have 

occurred.6 As Winston Churchill is attributed to famously stating, “those who fail to 

learn from history are condemned to repeat it.”7 Many times, within the local church 

when failure is experienced, one of two things happen. First, the church does not heed 

the words of Churchill and ignores the failures repeating the same action over and over. 

Blind to the root cause, the church continues to ride the failure merry-go-round unable 

or unwilling to pivot, assess, and transform. Second, the church decides to never do any 

type of ministry or event that remotely resembles the aspects of the original failures. 

 

6 L. Gregory Jones and Kelly Ryan, “Failing to Learn,” Faith and Leadership, Leadership Education at Duke 

Divinity, March 26, 2012, https://faithandleadership.com/l-gregory-jones-and-kelly-ryan-failing-learn.  
7 Attributed to Winston Churchill in a 1948 speech to the House of Commons.  
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Like a swinging pendulum, the church responds to the failure by drastically 

overreacting through concrete proclamations to abandon the failed attempt and never 

visit it again. Both of these responses of the church prevent the church from what Jones 

and Kelly state, “is to experiment, evaluate, adapt, and experiment again for the sake of 

the gospel.”8 If the local church is not willing to learn from its failures, it risks slipping 

into contentment with its own mediocracy.  

Additionally, if the Church refuses to learn from its failures, the Church also 

limits its understanding of the mysteries of the creator God that far too often transforms 

our limitedness and failures into signs of grace and testimonies of God’s active work 

within our current context. Not learning from failure potentially could limit one’s 

interaction or encounter with the Divine.  When failure is damning, lacks fruit, or is 

destructive and negative, failure limits one’s possibility towards growth and success. For 

the Church, such stifled growth could mean a lack of spiritual growth or even 

operational growth.9   

As noted earlier, in regard to my current appointment, lack of learning from 

failure pushed the church into self-sabotaging decisions that limited growth, hindered 

partnering with God, and diminished the church’s role in promoting the gospel and 

furthering the Kingdom of God. Instead of learning from the vacation bible school 

 

8 Jones and Ryan.   
9 Jones and Ryan.   



 

17 

extension failures, the church ignored the opportunity to reevaluate and learn how to 

execute the ministry better. Furthermore, the church missed the opportunity to decipher 

creative ways to respond to God’s call. Was God calling the church to minister to the 

youth in a way differently from the vacation bible school extension? Did the youth have 

a different need than the one the church was attempting to meet? Did the focus of the 

ministry require sharpening? The unwillingness to explore and remain curious 

confirmed biases, fostered contentment, limited ability to see opportunity, and stifled 

potential relationships from forming.10 The church should have heeded the words of 

Walt Whitman to “be curious, not judgmental.”11 By missing such a learning 

opportunity and settling with its unvalidated assumptions and judgments, the church 

warmly embraced bad failure.  

Similarly, to miss teachable moments failure presents, failing for the sake of 

failing is not beneficial. When one begins to simply embrace failure as a badge of honor 

and war wound, one misses the point. As a result, failure begins to drain limited 

resources such as time, money, and people. Failure itself is not an achievement and 

should not be the focus nor the end goal. When failure becomes the objective, growth is 

 

10 Bill Burnett and Dave Evans, Designing Your Life: How to Build a Well-lived, Joyful Life (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 2018), xxvi.  
11 Attributed to Walt Whitman.  
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diminished. One should not embrace failure, but “embrace learning, testing, and 

adapting.”12 Failure for the sake of failure is destructive and should be avoided.13               

The next aspect of failure that is considered bad failure is ethical and moral 

mishap.14 Unfortunately, far too often, the leadership of both clergy and laity of the local 

church fall into the sinfulness of ethical and moral mishap. This failure is only 

destructive, disunifying, and counter to the gospel message. Sin and unethical behaviors 

consume, mislead, destroy, and require a high cost from individuals.15 This type of 

failure cannot be tolerated within the local church and does not lead towards the type of 

innovation addressed within this thesis. This moral and ethical failure does not build up 

the body in such a way that the local congregation can experience generative and 

transformational innovation. These failures are damning, divisive, self-sabotaging, and 

destructive such as sexual sin, drugs, lies and deceit, and financial mishandlings.16   

Furthermore, bad failure can result from laziness or lack of effort. As noted 

frequently in Proverbs, the lazy person or sluggard is not a praised biblical type. Such 

idle behavior is repeatedly disrespected and ridiculed. Proverbs criticizes the lazy 

 

12  Jordan Schelten, “People Say Failure Is Good For You. They’re Wrong: Failing isn’t an accomplishment, 

so let’s stop treating it like one.” Inc. (May 2017) accessed November 23, 2020, https://www.inc.com/jordan-

scheltgen/failure-isnt-a-badge-of-honor-everyone-needs-to-stop-bragging-about-it.html. 
13 Ibid.  
14 This thesis will not explore moral, ethical, or sinful failures.  Failure should be understood as a series of 

tests, experiments, and evaluations as part of the process towards innovation.  Failure and innovation are to 

be understood within the context of local church as it attempts to improve upon or start new ministries, 

outreach, and evangelism.    
15 Dictionary of Biblical Imagery: An encyclopedic exploration of the images, symbols, motifs, metaphors, figures of 

speech and literary patterns of the Bible (1998), s.v. “Sin”.   
16 Jones and Ryan.   
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person who refuses to work and warns of poverty, hunger, depravity, and turmoil. 

Proverbs warns against this expression of failure and urges one to not become a 

sluggard.17 In addition to the depiction in Proverbs, the lazy person is understood as one 

content with the status quo. Complacency should not be tolerated. This message is 

heavily emphasized by IDEO and its leader, Tom Kelley.  In The IDEO Difference, 

Catherine Fredman notes,  

Kelley tells a story that illustrates the companywide willingness to “fail 

forward.” An employee came back from his first-ever ski trip and boasted to his 

team at its Monday morning meeting that he had skied for three days and never 

fallen down. “He expected them to pat him on the back. Instead, people heckled 

him, saying, ‘If you didn’t fall down, you never pushed the envelope. You 

established a comfort zone and stayed in it.’” The lesson: You can get very good 

at the old status quo, but the state of the art moves on and eventually you will 

lapse into obscurity.18 

 

Never pushing the envelope, establishing a comfort zone, and mastering the status quo 

eventually will move one into obscurity and insignificance. One cannot “forget that 

success is achieved through trying and trying most often ends in failure.”19 That is, if one 

is not experiencing moments of failure, one is simply not even attempting and merely 

resting on one’s laurels. Jones and Ryan also note, “contentment with mediocrity rather 

 

17 Dictionary of Biblical Imagery: An encyclopedic exploration of the images, symbols, motifs, metaphors, figures of 

speech and literary patterns of the Bible (1998), s.v. “Sluggard”.    
18 Catherine Fredman, “The IDEO Difference: Brainstorming, prototyping, storytelling: Leading design firm 

IDEO is rewriting the rules of business creativity through a culture of continuous innovation – and teaching 

others to do the same,” Business Innovation (August 2002): 52-57, accessed July 6, 2020, https://new-ideo-

com.s3.amazonaws.com/assets/files/pdfs/news/hemispheres_1.pdf.   
19 Agustín Fuentes, “Failure is Good: To err is human – lucky for us,” Psychology Today (October 2013), 

accessed September 21, 2020, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/busting-myths-about-human-

nature/201310/failure-is-good. 
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than a passionate commitment to experiment, evaluate, adapt and experiment again, for 

the sake of the gospel” is the type of failure impeding churches and institutions.20 Such 

contentment, lack of drive, and yielding behavior are negative forms of failure that 

hinders innovation, and the Church must avoid it.21  

Returning to the abandoned vacation bible school outreach story shared earlier, 

the experimentation and launch of the church’s new ministry was indeed a failure.  

More specifically, the outreach’s failure fits the description of bad failure.  With the 

exception of moral and ethical mishaps, the vacation bible school outreach embodied 

bad failure manifested through lack of learning, unwillingness to pivot, contentment to 

return to the church’s comfort zone, and abandonment of the experimental attempt at 

something new. All of these expressions of bad failure in turn held the church back from 

examining the ways in which God was calling the group to profound and fresh ministry. 

Furthermore, the manifestation of bad failure stifled the church from growth, hindered 

further exploration and fruitful ministerial experimentation, and limited the church’s 

ability to partner with God to further God’s kingdom. Unfortunately, due to the 

church’s lack of a proper understanding and definition of failure, good and bad, the 

church was unable to recognize the variety of ways to flip the narrative of the vacation 

bible school outreach and turn the challenging moment filled with obstacles and 

 

20 Jones and Ryan.   
21 Fredman.   
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constraints to a transformative moment that added profound value for the church and 

the community. As noted previously, examples of such bad failure must be avoided or 

the church will quickly find itself ineffective, insignificant, and inactive.22 

1.1.2 Good Failure 

In the quest to ensure the Church is active, the church must flip the common 

narrative surrounding failure. Failure cannot be limited to a mere harmful, negative, and 

shameful framework. A framework of failure must be expanded to include the 

numerous positive benefits. While failure is “not merely inevitable, [it is] constitutive.”23 

As such, it is good failure that the Church must define, understand, and embrace to 

promote innovation.  

Good failure expresses itself in numerous beneficial and fruitful ways. First, 

good failure is adaptability. As history shows, many inventions and discoveries would 

not have occurred without disruption in experimentation. Experimentation is a regular 

practice of life not merely isolated to the science lab. When learning a new skill or taking 

an adventurous risk, experimentation naturally follows. As such, with experimentation 

follows potential failures follow. “It’s a well-accepted truth that inventions and 

discoveries often result from random accidents or experiments that went awry.”24 

 

22 Jones and Ryan.   
23 Marika Rose, A Theology of Failure: Žižek against Christian Innocence (New York: Fordham University Press, 

2019), 11.  
24 Tom Kelley with Jonathan Littman, The Art of Innovation: Lessons in Creativity from IDEO, America’s Leading 

Design Firm (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 149.   
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Through unforeseen accidents, failure enables one to gain a new perspective and grow 

in a fresh direction. The awareness and expectation of failure is key to ensuring a 

healthy response and approach to utilizing failure positively. One must expect the 

unexpected. As a result, a tenacious mindset is birthed that fosters adapting and 

pivoting when best laid plans are disrupted. Is disruption the goal? No, but through 

leaning into the disruption, one has the opportunity to embrace fresh insights that were 

not anticipated.25 As noted by Tim Harford,  

The three essential steps are: to try new things, in the expectation that some will 

fail; to make failure survivable, because it will be common; and to make sure that 

you know when you’ve failed.26   

 

To follow such essential steps, humility and awareness of the unknown cannot be 

forgotten. No one has all of the answers nor can all possibilities and scenarios be 

forecasted. However, one can embrace a posture of openness, exploration, flexibility, 

and inquisitive excitement for new challenges and opportunities. By starting “with a 

growth mindset, the deep-seated belief that your true potential is still unknown,”27 one 

is liberated and empowered to embrace failed moments as redirections towards a better 

goal.  

Redirection can come in the form of small steps or gigantic leaps. Whatever the 

size of the shift, good failure never completely halts forward motion and progress. In 

 

25 Ibid.  
26 Tim Harford, Adapt: Why Success Always Starts with Failure (New York: Picador, 2011), 38.  
27 Tom Kelley and David Kelley Creative Confidence: Unleashing the Creative Potential Within Us All (New 

York: Crown Business, 2013), 34.   
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fact, “the most successful industry of the last forty years has been built on failure after 

failure after failure.”28 While the Church is not the computer industry, there is a lesson to 

learn from this successful industry. Adaptability allows one to not only survive, but the 

chance to thrive in a rapidly changing world. As technology firms have displayed, one 

should “rejoice in repeated failure and fail better.”29 Failure and adaptability are 

generative, propelling, and energizing as they encourage one to act on gainful insights. 

As a result, good failure calls one to address gaps and opportunities for improvement. 

Through change and improvement, one’s adaptability establishes a sustainable future. 

Failure becomes survivable and ensures “any falling domino cannot topple too many 

others.”30 A nimble response to failure creates the safe space for problem solving, 

flexibility, challenge of the status quo, and exploring the left field ideas.31 The 

experimentation process that happens when individuals and groups are given 

permission to fail and even encouraged to do so opens limitless possibilities of growth, 

new insights, and a shift in perspective. When the permission to fail is given, it allows 

for a process of experimentation to happen. During this process of experimentation, it 

allows unanticipated discovery and freedom to move. All in all, the beauty of such good 

 

28 Harford, 12-13  
29 Rose, 13.  
30 Harford, 235.   
31 Kelley with Littman, 154.   
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failure is that adaptability fosters growth and progress that was unforeseen. 

Adaptability redeems, breathes new life, invigorates, and sparks the imagination.32   

  Observing my second-grade son, I constantly see creativity in action. From 

doodles to free play with action figures to mastering strategic card games to 

participating in his virtual classroom, he is regularly unleashing his creativity and 

expressing himself. This unimpeded freedom to imagine and generate is not lost on 

children. Most know their place in the world and great potential without hesitancy, 

doubt, or deterrence. Why is this awareness and creative expression easily lost on 

adults? When does one forget the joy one experienced being lost in vibrant imagination? 

Whatever the root cause and definitive moment where assurance in one’s creative 

abilities is lost; the Church and its adult members must strive to revitalize the creative 

spark within all.  

The universal stereotype that creativity is reserved for children and artists is 

mistaken. As Kelley and Kelley remind their reader in Creative Confidence: Unleashing the 

Creative Potential Within Us All,  

Creativity is much broader and more universal than what people typically 

consider the “artistic fields.” We think of creativity as using your imagination to 

create something new in the world. Creativity comes into play wherever you 

have the opportunity to generate new ideas, solutions, or approaches. And we 

believe everyone should have access to that resource.33 

 

 

32 Jones and Ryan.   
33 Kelley and Kelley, 3.   
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As a vital resource, creative energy empowers one to spark new ideas, approaches, and 

solutions.  Moreover, creativity is one of the healthy benefits of failure. Through 

inspiration and engaging one’s problem-solving skills, creative energy ignites one to 

explore possibilities and make a greater impact on the world. While such creative spark 

is within all, it takes courage and confidence to embark on new adventures with 

childlike imagination and excitement. Thus, how does one tap into this valuable and 

life-giving resource? Kelley and Kelley suggest Albert Bandura’s self-efficacy and 

guided mastery are the key to unlocking one’s confidence to revisit the creativity buried 

within one’s heart and mind.34  

As an exercise of control, Bandura’s self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s 

ability to influence various events in one’s life with a control that dictates one’s 

experience of the events. This is especially beneficial in the face of failure and 

constraints. Personal efficacy can give one the ability to awaken the power to make 

things happen and produce positive results.35 Consequently, goals are established, 

endurance ignites, perseverance is mustered, and resilience in the face of failure displays 

more frequently. Through Bandura’s mastery, anxiousness dissipates, and one 

establishes confidence and resilience amid obstacles and failures. Furthermore, false 

beliefs are removed, and fear is dispelled one manageable move at a time. As fear is 

 

34 Kelley and Kelley, 39. 
35 Albert Bandura, Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control (New York: W. H. Freeman and Company, 1977), 3.  
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transformed into familiarity, one’s confidence to embark on creative ventures is ignited. 

It should be noted that while failure and disruptions cannot be controlled, one’s reaction 

and approach to failure and its disruptive gifts can be sharpened. This artful skill is 

noted in Bandura’s instruction to establishing self-efficacy with athletes.36 

In building resilient self-efficacy, athletes must learn how to deal with failure. 

Effective coaches do not give up on players when they run into difficulties. 

Rather, they give them support and opportunity to learn how to work their way 

out of troublesome situations. By maintaining confidence in their players’ ability 

to do the job, coaches help to relieve some of the disruptive pressure in tense 

situations…Athletes are taught not to let mistakes get them down so that they 

can better manage troublesome situations when they confront them again rather 

than continue to get overwhelmed by them.37  

 

Bandura’s work shows that with the empowerment of self-efficacy, one establishes a 

resilient approach to failure in its variety of forms. Limitations and fear are removed, 

and space is created for one to generate more.38  

With the confidence sparked by Bandura, one can transcend failure and awaken 

creativity. “Building confidence through experience encourages more creative action in 

the future, which further bolsters confidence.”39 Establishing confidence and awakening 

creativity allow one to transcend failure, leap into action, challenge existing ways of 

doing things, and establish one’s place in the world more clearly. Still, “whatever its 

source, we need that willingness to risk failure. Without it, we will never truly 

 

36 Ibid.   
37 Ibid., 398.   
38 Kelley and Kelley, 39.   
39 Ibid., 43.   
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succeed.”40 More importantly, without failure, the passport to creative adventures will 

struggle to be awakened.41    

In addition to evoking adaptability and creativity, good failure is a reflection of 

the Christian call and deeply connected to the theological framework of God’s grace. As 

C. Kavin Rowe notes, “[failure] is intrinsic to Christian faith and forms an indispensable 

part of the distinctive Christian logic of death-resurrection, which itself is embedded in 

core Christian practices.”42 Therefore, failure is a key element the church has to offer the 

world. Individuals are broken and in need of forgiveness for action and inaction. It is in 

moments of failure one is prompted to practice perseverance and truth-telling and 

receive forgiveness, grace, and redemption.43  

The Christian call to failure is embedded in liturgy, creeds, and prayers that have 

been recited by Christians for centuries.  Every Sunday, I lead my congregation in an 

affirmation of faith through reciting the Apostles Creed. As a collective voice we affirm, 

Jesus Christ “suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried, the third 

day he rose from the dead.”44 Through this acknowledgment of Christ’s death and 

resurrection, we acknowledge failure and the healthy response. Failure is not the end. 

 

40 Harford, 284.  
41 Kelley and Kelley, 31.   
42 C. Kavin Rowe, “Failure as Christ-shaped leadership,” Faith and Leadership. Leadership Education at 

Duke Divinity, November 7, 2011, https://faithandleadership.com/c-kavin-rowe-failure-christ-shaped-

leadership.  
43 Ibid.  
44 United Methodist Church (U.S.), The United Methodist Hymnal: Book of United Methodist Worship (Nashville: 

United Methodist Publishing House, 1989).   
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The story continues and leads to redemption and new life. Thus, it is in those moments 

of disruption, one should recall the example of Christ and rise up.45  

Furthermore, failure language and the healthy response is also a theme of the 

communion liturgy of the United Methodist Church. Throughout the communion 

service, one is invited to a moment of confession and pardon. The congregation recites 

Merciful God, we confess that we have not loved you with our whole heart. We 

have failed to be an obedient church. We have not done your will, we have 

broken your law, we have rebelled against your love, we have not loved our 

neighbors, and we have not heard the cry of the needy. Forgive us, we pray. Free 

us for joyful obedience, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.46  

 

The congregation confesses areas of brokenness, wrongdoing, and hardship. The 

congregation confesses its bad failures. Following a moment of quiet contemplation, the 

good news is proclaimed, and forgiveness is given to enable failure to be redeemed and 

become a source for the good.47 Again, the church is reminded of its call to failure and 

more importantly the gifts it can offer through the redemptive love and grace of Jesus 

Christ.48  

Finally, good failure is a learning experience, as expressed in Bob Sutton and 

Diego Rodriguez’s motto, “failure sucks, but instructs.”49 While it is not enjoyable when 

 

45 Rowe.   
46 Confession in Service of Word and Table I, The United Methodist Book of Worship (Nashville: The United 

Methodist Publishing House, 1992), 35.  
47 United Methodist Church (U.S.), The United Methodist Book of Worship: Music as Acts of Worship (Nashville: 

United Methodist Publishing House, 1992).  
48 Rowe.   
49 Robert I. Sutton, “Learning from Success and Failure,” Harvard Business Review, June 04, 2007, 

https://hbr.org/2007/06/learning-from-success-and-fail.   
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well-laid plans and intentions fall apart and disruption begins, the moment presents 

valuable teachings that may have never surfaced. Fruitful and new insights emerge 

inviting one to retry, redirect, or produce something not previously conceived, but 

desperately needed. Furthermore, failure shifts perspective and presents one with a new 

lens in which to see the world. Failure changes the mind, one’s perception, and one’s 

problem-solving response.  

The minute that you understand that you can poke life and actually something 

will…pop out the other side, that you can change it, you can mold it, that’s 

maybe the most important thing…Once you learn that, you’ll never be the same 

again.50   

 

The learning moment beacons one to pause amid the small and large setbacks and 

reflect. But more than analyze, the teachable moment challenges one to adjust and take 

action. One must think differently, drive profound change, and do something bold. The 

problem may not be solved in the first adjustment, but the failure simply presents 

another teachable moment. Thus, one must “try again, fail again, fail better.”51 

Furthermore, with such perspective, the faster one identifies weaknesses, the faster one 

can make the needed improvements.52  

Additionally, the learning experience prompted by failure is one of evolutionary 

learning. Expressed further in American Pragmatism, evolutionary learning 

 

50 Steve Jobs, “Steve Jobs Secrets of Life,” Silicon Valley Historical Association, October 6, 2011, video, 1:42, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kYfNvmF0Bqw.  
51 Samuel Beckett. “Worstword Ho,” In Nohow On (London: John Calder, 1989), 98-128.  
52 Kelley and Kelley, 41.   
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“emphasizes the ability of both individuals and communities to improve their 

knowledge and problem-solving capacity over time through continuous inquiry, 

reflection, deliberation, and experimentation.”53 Through the evolution of learning, one 

is propelled to the highest peak through strong attempts and experiments. It pushes one 

to constantly refine and tweak values and thoughts through consistent learning and 

inquiry pushing one to be better than one was yesterday. Moreover, existing 

assumptions become invalid and one is called to fresh discovery, new meaning, and 

continuous revision.54  

Recently, I observed such failure and evolutionary learning in practice. As I 

observed my 7-year-old son learning a new song on the piano, I watched him fail to hit 

the right note and struggle to keep a consistent tempo. His persistent nature beckoned 

him to not relent. With each missed note, he exasperatedly stated, “wait” and then 

attempted the correct note once again. Again, and again, I heard him clank clumsily 

through the tune and with each exasperation and struggle, I observed his self-

evaluation, reflection, and adjustment. He was failing, but he was learning. After a 

multitude of struggled tunes, he eventually mastered the piece. Moreover, he did not 

just master the unique piece that gave him a good fight, but he expanded his knowledge 

 

53 Christopher K. Ansell, Pragmatist Democracy: Evolutionary Learning as Public Philosophy (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 5.   
54 Ibid., 5-9.   
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base and was better prepared for the next tune in his practice book. He evolved. He 

learned. He experienced good failure. 

Failure as a teacher is an experience and a journey. Learning and mastery do not 

happen immediately. Learning and mastery are the result of a multitude of failed 

attempts. Whether a multitude of missed notes on the piano or a multitude of missed 

shots on the basketball court, it is through the practice of trial and error that one receives 

the benefit of learning through failure.55 “That is the surprising, compelling mathematics 

of innovation: if you want more success, you have to be prepared to shrug off more 

failure.”56 The experience and ongoing process produce learning and change. As Robert 

E. Mason notes, “learning, then is viewed as creative reconstruction of experience, the 

cultural milieu, in which students are living as the raw materials, the medium, upon 

which intelligence is exercised.”57 Ultimately, through the partnership between ideas 

and experience, even failed experiences, one is presented with great learning 

opportunities and power.58     

 

55 Ansell, 11-12.   
56 Kelley and Kelley, 40-41.   
57 Mason, Robert E, “Dewey’s Culture Theory and Pedagogy,” In John Dewey: Master Educator, edited by 

William W. Brickman and Stanley Lehrer, 72-82 (New York: Society of the Advancement of Education, 

1959), 77-78.   
58 Harold A. Larrabee, “John Dewey as Teacher,” In John Dewey: Master Educator, edited by William W. 

Brickman and Stanley Lehrer, 50-57 (New York: Society of the Advancement of Education, 1959), 55-56.  
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1.2 Summary 

Embedded in one’s human nature is the disposition to fail. “Being human means 

failing often.”59 While this notion cannot be disputed, humans strive diligently to avoid 

failure at all costs. No one wants a report card filled with failed grades or for the home 

team to lose every game. The objective for most is to be the top student and to bring 

home the championship trophy. Humans seek and hope to avoid failure at all costs. Still, 

this is not a reality of the human condition. Humans are wired to fail regardless of the 

desire to remain averse to failure.60  

While failure is inevitable, the response to failure and understanding of failure, 

does not have to be limited to one engrossed in negativity and shame. With a proper 

framework and understanding of the distinction between bad failure and good failure, 

one is presented with a different narrative and opportunity to work towards success. 

Through a healthy response to failure and through reaping good failure’s many benefits, 

one positions oneself on a path towards growth, action, learning, and new discovery. 

Consequently, one should discontinue avoiding failure and lean into the opportunities 

and potential failure unlocks with each setback.  

Stating that one should embrace failure on a path towards success sounds 

simple. However, as Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky explain, people are generally 

 

59 Fuentes. 
60 Anna Powers, “Failing Your Way To Success: Why Failure Is A Crucial Ingredient For Success,” Forbes, 

April 30. 2018, https://www.forbes.com/sites/annapowers/2018/04/30/failing-your-way-to-success-why-
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risk averse and “prefer the expected prize.”61 One prefers comfort, to remain content, 

play it safe, and remain standing. The pain of loss is far greater than the joy experienced 

with a win. Thus, Kahneman and Tversky note the impact failure has on one’s 

framework and desire to avoid such pain and loss.62 While this is one’s wiring and 

natural inclination in a fallen world, one should also recall Kelley and Kelley’s words to 

the skier who never fell down first time on the slopes. “If you didn’t fall down, you 

never pushed the envelope. You established a comfort zone and stayed in it.”63 Yes, 

there was no pain or loss on the mountain. The new skier had an enjoyable trip and 

chalked the trip up as an accomplishment. However, without testing the limits of the 

skier’s ability, the skier mastered an introductory level to skiing and closed future doors 

for improvement and exploration. As a result, as the art moves forward, as skiing 

changes and advances, the content skier will “lapse into obscurity.”64 

This tension between fear of failure and fear of lapsing into obscurity is the 

reality of the local church. Yes, failure is scary and difficult to embrace. It challenges 

one’s comfort zone and emotions. However, without a healthy response and embrace of 

failure, the church will find itself left in the shadows as an insignificant and ineffective 

 

61 Kungl. Vetenskapsakademien: The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences. “Foundations of Behavioral and 
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64 Ibid.  



 

34 

entity. As a result, the local church must explore the definition of failure and establish a 

strong framework that promotes adaptive learning, growth, and mastery. More 

importantly, the church must embrace and celebrate good failure.    

2. Innovation and Design Thinking: Creative Tools 
Focused on Making Human-Centered Impact    

Calling the church to embrace failure is also a call to embrace innovation and 

Design Thinking. Good failure is not fully beneficial without these two essential and 

creative tools. All of these concepts beckon one to not simply stay in one place and 

experience stagnation, but to move towards growth, new creation, and new life. From 

scientists to Fortune 500 companies, innovation has given firms a new perspective, 

approach to usher in change, and a tool to ensure value is generated. While innovation 

finds itself nestled in the corporate and technology cultures, it does not mean innovation 

cannot find itself embedded in the local church’s culture and approach to ministry. As 

Tom Kelley and David Kelley acknowledge, “we have witnessed [innovation and 

creative confidence] in people from diverse backgrounds and careers.”65 Regardless of 

the firm or vocation, if one is willing to embrace a fresh outlook and add to her tool belt, 

one can apply an innovative approach to her context.66    

 

65 Tom Kelley and David Kelley Creative Confidence: Unleashing the Creative Potential Within Us All (New 

York: Crown Business, 2013), 34.   
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An innovative framework allows for a creative approach to discover better 

solutions and additional success. It inspires and encourages breakthrough ideas coupled 

with action to facilitate improvement in organizations, in service, and in the lives of 

others. Additionally, it enhances one’s problem-solving practices in the midst of failure 

without pushing for abandonment of existing techniques and approaches. More 

importantly, innovation and Design Thinking focus one on human-centered approaches 

in order to make a greater impact on the world.67 Hence, these tools cannot be left to the 

utilization of Silicon Valley and Fortune 500 companies. At the heart of their definitions, 

innovation and Design Thinking are practices that align with the church’s call to love 

God and to love people. With a focus on human needs and making great positive 

impact, the church must incorporate the lessons and steps of innovation and Design 

Thinking. Through adaptation, the church will be able to embrace a plethora of 

emerging possibilities to generate value, leap into action, advocate for needed positive 

change, identify solutions, reap the benefits of good failure, and ensure vitality and 

growth. 

For every local church struggling to muster the confidence to dive into creative 

exploration and experimentation or the minister and church leaders that wrestle with 

sustaining a culture open to change and new ideas, applying the principles of 

innovation and Design Thinking aid immensely on one’s journey towards success. This 
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path towards success will not be simple. At times, the path will be consumed with 

failure and disruption. Still, good failure must be embraced in order to foster adaptive 

learning, growth, and mastery. By adopting an innovative culture and leaning into good 

failure, the church embraces culture that generates change, pursues excellence, ensures 

vitality, generates suitability, makes a difference in the world, and seeks to meet the 

needs of people.  

One of the very essences of the church is to join with God in creating life and 

light in the midst of a broken world. As the church wrestles with failure as a means to 

produce and promote innovation, the local church responds to God’s call and partners 

with God in God’s creative and redemptive work throughout the world. Thus, as the 

church seeks to continue its impactful work in the world, the church must establish a 

sound methodology for innovation and untap the creative fountain of Design Thinking. 

2.1 Innovation and Design Thinking  

A common buzz word and hot topic in the Silicon Valley, innovation has gained 

attention and momentum as a movement and intense objective of the technology 

industry for decades. Today, companies cannot escape phrases such as innovation, 

agility, competitive advantage, mobilize, and experimentation. From marketing to 

product development, innovation is at the heart of business strategies and initiatives. 
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While it has become deeply embedded in corporate and technology culture, the 

definition of innovation takes numerous shapes.68  

According to Michelle Greenwald, “innovation can be described in different 

ways” including words, reactions, descriptions, and strategic criteria.69 In regard to 

words, Greenwald notes innovation is expressed as something fresh, new, creative, out 

of the box, and inventive. Innovation prompts inquisitive excitement and enthusiasm for 

the launch of a new idea or product. Additionally, innovation is described as 

challenging the status quo and ushering in something new and creative. Finally, 

innovation correlates with strategic criteria accomplishing new goals, meeting human 

needs like never before, establishing new markets, and generating the loyalty of 

individuals through captured imagination. Regardless of how one describes innovation, 

the theme of innovation is to “achieve true excellence in a few areas, and strength in 

many.”70 Innovation challenges companies and teams to push forward, create, generate, 

compete, and remain active. Hence, with innovation, “complacency is not an option.”71 

Innovation calls one to action and to growth. 

Innovation is challenging and exciting. According to Ryan Jacoby and Diego 

Rodriguez,  

 

68 Tom Kelley with Jonathan Littman, The Art of Innovation: Lessons in Creativity from IDEO, America’s Leading 
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Innovation is a fiendishly complex and nuanced subject, and the act of 

innovating can be simultaneously terrifying and exhilarating. It is difficult to 

bring something new into the world…stasis is often the result. It need not be that 

way. We will not pretend to have all the answers, but we do know this: Getting 

started in the right direction is more than half the battle when it comes to 

innovating effectively.72  

 

To an outsider, innovation may appear to have no clear defined structure or path to 

follow. Tom Kelley and Jonathan Littman, in The Art of Innovation, even allude to the 

common impression of first-time visitors to their offices that IDEO was chaotic and 

lacked refinement. Still, Kelley is quick to clarify and note that innovation does have a 

methodology and approach to problem-solving. Referred to as Design Thinking, this 

methodology of innovation is an  

iterative process in which we seek to understand the user, challenge 

assumptions, and redefine problems in an attempt to identify alternative 

strategies and solutions that might not be instantly apparent with our initial level 

of understanding. At the same time, Design Thinking provides a solution-based 

approach to solving problems. It is a way of thinking and working as well as a 

collection of hands-on methods.73 

 

While the methodology does not demand for a rigorous following and execution, 

innovation and Design Thinking do follow a process and cycle that point to the 

accomplishment of creative work through a practice of empathy.74 It is this methodology 
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of Design Thinking that the Church can replicate and contextualize in its efforts to create 

and respond to the needs of the world. Furthermore, by replicating and contextualizing 

the following methodology, local churches can get “started in the right direction” and 

make greater impact throughout the world.75 

2.1.1 Understand and Empathize  

The first step one must take in beginning innovation and Design Thinking is to 

understand and empathize. This crucial first step calls the innovator to understand the 

market, individuals, technology, or problem one is seeking to solve. All or only a few of 

these elements may require a level of understanding and analysis. Additionally, Design 

Thinking pushes one to develop a deep interest and to practice empathy to understand 

the human who is in need of the creative solution, product, or service.76 Ultimately, the 

key objective is to “understand current perceptions.”77  

In the quest to understand, one works to reduce overwhelming and frustrating 

moments that typically occur in innovation or value creation. Noted in Value Proposition 

Design, understanding points one to success and aids in generating value for others.78 

More specifically the authors state to gain clarity one should, 

Organize information about what customer want in a simple way that makes the 

patterns of value creation easily visible. As a result, you will more effectively 

 

75 Jacoby and Rodriguez.   
76 Dam and Siang.   
77 Kelley and Littman, 6.   
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design value propositions and profitable business models that directly target 

your customers’ most pressing and important jobs, pains, and gains.79  

 

Furthermore, to understand is not a quest to obtain surface knowledge, but a quest to 

obtain a deep and rich understanding of the customer.80 During the first step of the 

innovation cycle, one should seek to unearth as much information correlating to the 

market, customer, or assumed constraints on the problem. This may even cause one to 

search beyond one’s circle of influence and primary research. The quest urges one to 

abandon superficial understanding, assumptions, and biases. The quest is best suited for 

one that approaches it like an anthropologist, an individual that ignores what one is 

offering and seeks to merely analyze. Moreover, like an anthropologist, one seeks to not 

taint the research and study it in its pure form without the observers added biases and 

presuppositions.81    

Additionally, the quest to understand pushes one to continuously ask “why” to 

ensure innovation works towards holistic value and makes the required difference. It is 

important to continue to ask “why” until true understanding is discovered. One must 

dive deep into data in order to uncover insights and confirm or dismiss assumptions 

 

79 Ibid, 18-25.  
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and one’s hypothesis.82 One cannot overlook this level of questioning and data 

contemplation or the result will superficial knowledge. As Jacoby and Rodriquez remind 

the innovator, “Getting started in the right direction is more than half the battle when it 

comes to innovating effectively.”83 Through Design Thinking, one is challenged to 

continue reframing of questions to tackle and define the problem in “human-centric 

ways.”84 Thus, one cannot settle until a proper understanding of customer drive and 

problem is mastered.   

In addition to ensuring innovation is off in the right direction through obtaining 

clarity and direction, one then leverages the experience and talent of team members to 

organize and align next steps. This crucial organizational step will provide fresh energy 

and action items for the team to pursue, all in an effort to generate value that is desired 

and needed by the customer. It lays a foundation and begins an initial roadmap for the 

team to follow on the quest to authentically generate, create, problem-solve, and invent 

with individuals in mind.85 

2.1.2 Observe and Define  

Following understanding, the next step of the innovation method and Design 

Thinking is to observe and define. Kelley and Littman note this step asks one to  
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Observe real people in real-life situations to find out what makes them tick: what 

confuses them, what they like, what they hate, where they have latent needs not 

addressed by current products and services.86 

 

More than understand or categorize information, one should observe and reveal the 

things that come naturally for individuals. From there, one should then be willing to 

change the rules and introduce potentially radical change. Wallaert refers to such 

observations as “qualitative insights.”87 Through talking, engaging, and observing 

individuals, one gathers a variety of insights and data that further aids in the quest to 

properly problem-solve, generate value, and breathe new life. Still, Wallaert reminds his 

reader to “never simply assume truth.”88 As with understanding, one must validate all 

insights by pursuing a variety of sources searching for evidence that verifies or denies 

the observed conclusion. Ensuring proper validation is consistently embedded in the 

methodology is crucial to uphold the integrity of the data and strong foundation of 

innovation.89 One must seek to connect through observation, even practicing genuine 

empathy through the process. Hence, “empathy means challenging your preconceived 

ideas and setting aside your sense of what you think is true in order to learn what 

actually is true.”90 Consequently, personal beliefs and unconfirmed conclusions do not 
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have a place amongst data as they will simply manipulate, confuse, and lead one astray 

on the innovation quest.  

Your brain, being the lazy mofo that it is, has a tendency to cheat and use 

something we call the confirmation bias: as soon as you start to believe 

something, it begins to selectively attend to evidence in order to support that 

belief, because changing your mind costs cognitive resources and your brain is 

such a couch potato. The more varied your sources of convergent validity, the 

harder it is to fall victim to confirmation bias.91  

 

Striving to uphold the integrity of each observation and remove biases in all forms is a 

discipline, but one that must be upheld.  

 Through carefully executed observation of human beings in action, a variety of 

insights and opportunities will arise. Furthermore, one should not overlook observing 

and accounting for one’s self in this step of innovation. Through observation of one’s 

self, inspiration for innovation can be discovered. While this level of observation is more 

challenging, it is not impossible. When one is out of habit and exploring a less traveled 

route, one should pause and observe. It is through the execution of the unfamiliar that 

one is more open to self-discovery and self-reflection. Innovation is packed full of 

uncertainty and ambiguity. Persistence while navigating the unknown is a valuable tool 

amid the observation and define stage of Design Thinking. Embrace the internal 

questions of “why” and “why not” like a child striving to understand all of the 
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components.92 “Whenever you are in that new-to-the-experience mode, I would urge 

you to pay close attention and even take notes about your impressions, reactions, and 

questions.”93 Generate a list of observations, collecting data that can aid with the overall 

cycle of innovation. It is in this phase of Design Thinking that one must open one’s eyes 

and mind, look for patterns, and take in the world around oneself.94  

 Finally, observing calls one to embed oneself in the research field and experience 

the research. To validate the data and observations, one must utilize all five senses and 

experience the subject matter. Interviews, questioning, and research will reveal a lot of 

information, but experience is an incredible teacher. As Kelley reminds his reader, “if 

you’re not in the jungle, you’re not going to know the tiger.”95 Like an anthropologist, 

one should not hesitate to immerse oneself in the culture, get close to the subject matter, 

and truly observe.   

2.1.3 Visualize and Ideate 

The third step of innovation and Design Thinking is to visualize and ideate. This 

step does not call one to predict or forecast the future but calls one to intensive 

brainstorming and a creation of ideas for creative solutions to human-centered 
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problems.96 More than simply a list of lack luster ideas, intensive brainstorming calls one 

to practice an artform that seeks to generate a surplus of ideas in order to reveal sought 

after prime idea gold.97 In fact, “the best way to get a good idea is to get a lot of ideas.”98 

At this step, quality is not as important as quantity. Thus, the practice of Kelley at IDEO 

is this artful skill that allows for active and engaging sharing of ideas that prompts 

optimism and opens the doors of possibility.99 

 Similar to embarking on a treasure hunt, the art of brainstorming challenges one 

to search for new insights and approaches. To foster a fruitful brainstorming culture, 

IDEO has implemented several useful principles to aid in sparking creativity including 

sharpening focus, establishing guidelines, numbering ideas to measure productivity, 

keeping participants engaged, invoking spatial memory through a creation of 

brainstorming space and practice, idea generating warm-ups, and integration of visual 

aids. Furthermore, IDEO notes the benefits of reframing techniques to foster a genuine 

“aha” moment that points towards a problem worth solving. From altering one’s focus 

to approaching the problem from the opposite direction, reframing challenges the 

visualization to address the true human needs and spark innovation.100 While every 

brainstorm session does not have to replicate IDEO’s approach, the spirit of IDEO’s best 

 

96 Dam and Siang.  
97 Kelley with Littman, 55.   
98 Attributed to Linus Pauling.   
99 McKendrick.   
100 Kelley and Kelley, 101-103.   
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practices is to ensure fruitful brainstorming, the art must embed itself in the culture of 

the firm and become a regular habit and norm. Like exercising a muscle, the more it is 

used the greater the creative output.101 

 On a quest to establish a brainstorming norm within one’s culture, one should 

strive to build a supportive network that fosters creativity. No one has all of the 

answers. As the old saying notes, “two heads are better than one.”102 Numerous 

collaborations and creative partnerships throughout history emphasize the validity of 

this sentiment.  The collaborative sharpening of the Inklings aided C. S. Lewis and J. R. 

R. Tolkien in producing great works of literature. John Lennon and Paul McCartney 

were an iconic pairing known for writing hit song after hit song. Tina Fey and Amy 

Poehler comprised a comedic pairing making for memorable skits and bits on Saturday 

Night Live. Paris in the 1920s was an incubator for artists, writers, and creators to 

collaborate and generate freely. And a multitude of Nobel Prizes would not have been 

possible without scientific partnerships that harmoniously perfected research and made 

possible groundbreaking discovery. In each of these collaborations, a network and 

partnership were established that promoted imagination, created spaced for an 

exchange of thought, sharpening of one another, response and challenge, and 

affirmation. The ensemble energizes and inspires confidence when one embarks on 

 

101 Kelley with Littman, 56-62.  
102 Proverb attributed to being first recorded in John Heywood’s A dialogue conteinyng the number in effect of 

all the prouerbes in the Englishe tongue, 1546: “some heads haue taken two headis better then one: but ten 

heads without wit, I wene as good none.  
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uncharted idea territory. Through each “radical collaboration” diversity provides 

strength on the quest to generate better design and opens an assortment of creative 

opportunities and proposed solutions.103 Thus, establishing a creative and positive 

collaborative network aids in furthering the seeds of innovation in one’s culture.104 

2.1.4 Prototype: Evaluate and Refine  

The methodology continues from visualization to evaluate and refine. Moving 

from planning to action, this phase of innovation and Design Thinking enters into a 

cycle of creating solutions through design and testing. “The process is iterative rather 

than sequential. The goal…is to test ideas as quickly as possible in order to learn, create 

better designs, and test again.”105 It is at this phase of innovation that leaning into good 

failure is essential on the path towards success. Change is welcomed and inevitable. 

More importantly, attachment to initial ideas and prototypes must be avoided. As The 

Institute of Design at Stanford reminds its students, “your prototype is NOT PRECIOUS, 

but the feedback and new insights it draws out are!”106 There is no perfect idea nor lack 

of opportunity for improvement. All ideas and prototypes can and should be tweaked to 

ensure a stellar end product or solution. From ideas to prototypes to testing possibilities 

 

103 “About Us,” The Stanford D.School, accessed August 14, 2020, https://dschool.stanford.edu/about/#about-

8-core-abilities.  
104 Kelley and Kelley, 103-104.   
105  Osterwalder, Pigneur, Bernarda, and Smith, 62. 
106 Hasso Plattner, “An Introduction to Design Thinking: Facilitator’s Guide,” The Institute of Design at 

Stanford, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57c6b79629687fde090a0fdd/t/58ac891ae4fcb50f1fb2f1ab/1487 

702304601/Facilitator%27s+Guide_Design+Thinking.pdf.   
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to reshaping ideas, one works through the cycle in a quest to better understand the 

problem and solve it as needed by the customer.107 A key component is to ensure one 

experiments rapidly to generate a host of possible solutions that may or may not fail. As 

the IDEO mantra states, “fail often to succeed sooner.”108 With each failure, one will 

move closer and closer to profound solutions and create impact.109    

 To aid one along the journey of evaluation and refinement, prototyping is a 

useful tool. By unlocking the power of prototyping, one can ensure the valuable 

resources of time and energy are not channeled to solely focus on one direction but can 

be utilized to evaluate and refine a variety of approaches in a quest to uncover the best 

solution. Osterwalder and team advocate for “10 Prototyping Principles” that enhance 

learning and discovery. The principles begin with making prototyping tangible to spark 

further brainstorming and exploring with a child-like inquisitive spirit. Additionally, 

they caution against falling in love with early ideas and eliminating room for change. 

Consequently, people are urged to be comfortable with the unknown and lack of 

concrete answers. This openness fosters adaptability, refinement, and application of new 

findings and discoveries. All of this is made possible through obtaining feedback and 

failure.110 As Tim Harford notes, “we need that willingness to risk failure. Without it, we 

 

107 Kelley with Littman, 7.   
108 Ibid., 232.   
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will never truly succeed.”111 Additionally, leaning into failure allows for further 

exploration, groundbreaking creative approaches, and experimentation with the 

outrageous and extreme ideas that spark further visualization and refinement.112 Design 

Thinking embraces failure as an opportunity for growth and is a way to push past 

obstacles and constraints.113 Moreover, prototyping aids in identifying “what works and 

what doesn’t, what confuses people, what they seem to like” allowing for incremental 

improvements with each new attempt and creation.114   

A crucial element to the “evaluate and refine” stage of innovation and Design 

Thinking is the push from planning and generation of ideas to action and doing.  

Innovation is all about quickly turning ideas into action. That necessity for 

getting things moving has its basis – at least metaphorically – in the 

fundamentals of science. Isaac Newton’s first law of motion suggests that “a 

body at rest tends to stay at rest; a body in motion tends to stay in motion.” 

Newton was describing the motions of objects, but we see his principle of inertia 

at work in individuals and companies too…To overcome inertia, good ideas are 

not enough. Careful planning is not enough. The organizations, communities, 

and nations that thrive are the ones that initiate action, that launch rapid 

innovation cycles, that learn by doing as soon as they can. They are sprinting 

forward, while others are still waiting at the starting line.115 

 

Innovation and Design Thinking call one to do and embrace a confident action-oriented 

mindset. Simply being a passive observer will not drive the change. Nor will waiting for 

the perfect moment to implement the perfectly polished and refined idea. The innovator 
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is one who embraces progress, experimentation, and attempts at achieving success. The 

innovator is one who takes charge, channels excitement, and acts.116 

2.1.5 Implement and Test Solutions  

The final phase of the innovation methodology is implementation and testing of 

solutions. Noted by IDEO’s Tom Kelley as the “longest and most technically 

challenging” phase of the development process, this final phase of Design Thinking 

points to success and realization of creative work.117 This phase is the moment the 

process moves from concept and theory to creation and action. One may assume that 

Design Thinking emphasizes solely contemplation and analysis; however, it is more 

about action and doing than thinking. Whether a product, service, or experience, the 

creative work must create an experience, tell a story, and “be able to nest the concept 

within the larger ecosystem that relates to it…the details matter.”118 This is the phase 

where vision comes to life in impactful and purposeful ways. 

While implementation indicates execution of evolved ideas and various pivots, it 

still allows for continued improvement and constant refinement. As Osterwalder and 

team note, one should “improve relentlessly” utilizing the previously utilized tools and 

steps in the innovation process to test and evaluate executed ideas in the field.119 

 

116 Ibid., 115-146.   
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Through testing and analysis, one seeks to uncover opportunities for further 

improvement and ways to generate additional value for the customer.  Furthermore, 

implementation provides an opportunity for one to continuously reinvent and create 

will in the midst of success and achievement.120  

Creative changes need not only be reserved for moments of failure, loss, or 

decline. Success also provides an opportunity for one to ride the wave of innovation and 

take creative energy further than previously implemented. One must remember 

perfection is not the goal of innovation. The goal is to generate profound breakthroughs, 

express new ideas, create, break rules, share ideas, seek to provide something to the 

world of value, solve problems, better human lives, and make a difference. Thus, if one 

is fortunate, an idea can be reshaped into idea 2.0 and generate even greater impact than 

the original version. All in all, the innovation cycle does not end at implementation, but 

allows for continued exploration of creativity and ensuring innovation is a constant way 

of life.121  

2.2 Summary 

Innovation and specifically Design Thinking are tools that enable one to embrace 

a problem-solving approach which incorporates a holistic evaluation of a problem. “This 

contrasts with a more scientific approach where the concrete and known aspects are 
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tested in order to arrive at a solution.”122 Due to its cyclical and fluid nature, the 

innovative methodology of Design Thinking fosters an environment to creatively 

challenge information, redefine problems, and discover fresh solutions not previously 

apparent or envisioned. It is through this radical “creative confidence” new ways of 

thinking are unleashed and embraced.123 At its very essence, Design Thinking is a 

human-centered approach to making a difference in the world and generating profound 

impact. Thus, innovation and Design Thinking urge one to empathize, dig deep, connect 

to human based problems, and seek to improve one’s experience.  

Design thinking taps into capacities we all have but that are overlooked by more 

conventional problem-solving practices. It is not only human-centered; it is 

deeply human in and of itself. Design thinking relies on our ability to be 

intuitive, to recognize patterns, to construct ideas that have emotional meaning 

as well as functionality, to express ourselves in media other than words or 

symbols. Nobody wants to run a business based on feeling, intuition, and 

inspiration, but an overreliance on the rational and the analytical can be just as 

dangerous. The integrated approach at the core of the design process suggests a 

‘third way.’124 

 

It is this “third way” people can discover the confidence to innovate and generate better 

results than ever before.  

 As Kelley and Kelley remind all, Design Thinking is not the sole right of 

technology giants in Silicon Valley or agile Fortune 500 companies. On the contrary, 

innovation and Design Thinking are a mindset and art all can and should embrace. 

 

122 Dam and Siang.   
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Whether one is in a digital industry or leading a philanthropic movement, Design 

Thinking can equip one with the tools to innovate, challenge the status quo, tackle 

obstacles, remove constraints, think big, and most of all, do.125     

 Amid the cyclical process of Design Thinking, moments of failure will be 

sprinkled in pushing one closer and closer to innovation and success. It is through 

embracing an innovative framework that creates a safe space is created for 

experimentation and good failure that local churches and their leaders can promote a 

culture that strives to be active, empathetic, engaging, teachable, an agent of change, and 

champion for human-centered needs.126 Moreover, Design Thinking and failure aid local 

churches in emphasizing and answering God’s call to partner with God in being the 

light and salt of the world. Thus, as local churches seek to lean into good failure, apply 

the practices of Design Thinking, and call upon creative confidence and innovate, local 

churches become a stronger partner with God in God’s creative and redemptive work 

throughout the world. May local churches establish strong and fruitful habits of failure 

and Design Thinking on the quest to make a difference and enhance its good work in 

God’s kingdom. May local churches not simply nudge towards innovation but take the 

bold step and do something insanely extraordinary for the sake of the Gospel.    

 

125 Ibid., 4-6.   
126 Jeanne Liedtka, “Why Design Thinking Works,” Harvard Business Review, October 2018, 
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3. Pivotal Failures in the Life and Ministry of John 
Wesley that Ignited Innovation  

Through the history of the Christian Church, there have been countless 

extraordinary saints who have innovated, revolutionized, and championed fresh 

expressions and aspects of the Church. However, while it is important to remember the 

Church’s noteworthy saints and their significant contributions, we should not forget that 

there were failures along the way, and these should not be ignored. The entire journey 

must be valued and celebrated. Ultimately, the milestones lose their full meaning and 

significance if we do not examine the failures that led to the great innovation.  

For the majority of United Methodist ministers, John Wesley is one of the most 

esteemed and highlighted saints who dynamically revolutionized, innovated, and 

restructured a key movement in the Church. Wesley performed his ministry in such a 

way that the Church became a place that created disciples to transform the world. While 

his numerous successful contributions to the Church must be acknowledged, studied, 

and celebrated, it is essential that the failures experienced by Wesley are also examined 

and celebrated as vital milestones in the Church’s narrative and history. Wesley’s 

encounters with failure, specifically in ministry, helped guide, shape, and redirect him 

towards his countless significant contributions to the Church.  

The life and ministry of Wesley has multiple layers; however, this chapter has 

narrowed the focus to examine three significant failures within Wesley’s life and 

ministry that in turn led him to three dynamic innovations in his ministry. The failures 
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of Wesley’s life gave him the ability to learn from his mistakes in order to make 

groundbreaking innovations. He took risks, learned lessons, made corrections, and 

worked to continue with his forward movement on his ministerial journey. The risks 

taken at Oxford, Georgia, and in the pulpit generated many failures, but without the risk 

the possibility of future success was nil. As Tom Kelley notes, “Fail often to succeed 

sooner.”127 The cyclical theme of failure and success is evident throughout Wesley’s 

journey. He was a doer who was not content with remaining on the sidelines. Failure 

was frequent, but it was one of the critical components that led to his innovative success. 

All in all, he was on a quest to transform lives through ministerial partnership with God 

and took innovative risk to fulfill this call. 

Through the lens of Wesley’s ministry journey and three key pivotal moments at 

Oxford, Georgia, and in the pulpit, this chapter will examine how learning from failure 

leads to innovation. Beginning with Wesley’s academic studies at Oxford, this thesis will 

explore Wesley’s early attempts to establish a discipleship method through his religious 

gatherings at Oxford with his brother and a number of peers. Falling short in meeting 

the spiritual need of Wesley and his peers, Wesley adapted and eventually innovatively 

transformed his religious gathering into communal spiritual support entities such as 

class meetings, bands, and societies that truly connected whole people. Additionally, 
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this innovative effort of Wesley has continued to be a pillar in the current Methodist 

movement.  

Next, this chapter will explore Wesley’s failure in understanding his missional 

call by traveling to the newly colonized Georgia that resulted in multiple failures that 

eventually prompted him to abruptly leave Georgia and return home. The numerous 

failed attempts to minister to the people of Georgia allowed for an awakening to the fact 

that the mission field began at his doorstep.  This failure and in turn rejuvenated 

awareness led to innovative social justice ministries in Wesley’s homeland, specifically 

the various ministries housed at the Foundry.   

Finally, this chapter will examine Wesley’s pulpit failures and missteps in 

engaging the established church in such a way that cultivated and promoted his 

movement. With numerous constraints placed on his ability to preach from the local 

parish pulpit, Wesley pushed forward to innovative means of proclaiming the gospel, 

preaching his message, and establishing a new parish outside the walls of the 

established church. Embodying the words of Kelley, Wesley “failed often to succeed 

sooner.”128 As Wesley continued to fail, he continued to persevere, move past his failure, 

adapt, evolve, and transform. While his journey does not depict a scientific or design 

experiment and development, it does serve as a picture of a tenacious spirit that pushed 

towards creative and expressive efforts to make the world better even when obstacles 
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appeared on the path. As a result, local churches and their leaders have an example of 

how failure can aid in blossoming innovative ministries that make a difference the 

world. With each moment of failure, Wesley pressed on and pivoted to innovate in 

successful ways that changed the world forever, even birthing and shaping the people 

called Methodists.129   

3.1 Spiritual Practice: Individual Quest to Communal Quest  

3.1.1 Oxford Methodism: Wesley’s Quest for Salvific Assurance  

Oxford is an early milestone in the life of Wesley. At the onset of his academic 

journey, Wesley enters this chapter of his life with a quest for holiness and deep 

examination of how to become a true Christian. Consumed by the idea that he was 

missing the mark and was still outside the saving grace of God, he devoted great 

amounts of time and attention to embodying Christlikeness, and embarked on a quest of 

self-examination, strict discipline, and a method of holy living to connect with God. He 

sought the counsel of his parents and worked through issues with the support of several 

books but continued to find his self-examination to point to his shortcomings and sins 

that hindered him from Christian virtue.  

I was made to be happy; to be happy I must love God; in proportion to my love 

of whom my happiness must increase. To love God I must be like him, holy as he 

is holy; which implies both the being pure from vicious and foolish passions and 

the being confirmed in those virtues and rational affections which God comprises 

 

129 Richard P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 2nd ed (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013), 

37-81  
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in the word “charity.” In order to root those out of my soul and plant these in 

their stead I must use (1) such means as are ordered by God, (2) such as are 

recommended by experience and reason.130 

 

Fueled by his zeal to examine the fullness of God’s salvation and have full confidence in 

finding faith in God, Wesley launched into a pilgrimage with religious aspirations and 

birthed Oxford Methodism.131     

Wesley’s search during this period for a meaningful understanding of the 

demands of Christian living eventually led him to tie together the perfectionism 

of the Pietists, the moralism of the Puritans, and the devotionalism of the Mystics 

in a pragmatic approach that he felt he could operate within the structure and 

doctrine of the Church of England.132 

 

With the influence of European Christianity, Wesley emerged with a unique 

understanding and a model of Christian thought and practice that he shared with his 

closest friends at Oxford.133  

Beginning his studies toward ordination as a deacon, Wesley entered into a 

unique stage of his theological development, striving to find a balance between faith and 

works that would enable him to embody the likeness of Christ. He adopted a lifestyle of 

rigorous research of scripture, self-denial, the observation of a disciplined schedule and 

 

130 John Wesley, “To Aspasia, July 19, 1731,” in John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley, ed. Thomas Jackson 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2002), 25:293-94 (henceforth, Works, Jackson). 
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rule keeping, and dutiful engagement with Holy Communion – a program he then 

introduced to his brother and close friends.134 Diving into a lifestyle of serious religious 

pursuits, Wesley embarked on a spiritual pilgrimage that brought him criticism and 

scrutiny. In fact, Richard Heitzenrater notes that Robin Griffiths was the only “person at 

Oxford who appears to have shared Wesley’s vision of Christian commitment and holy 

living.”135  Despite limited attraction to his spiritual quest and his unpopularity, Wesley 

and his brother Charles teamed up with likeminded Oxford peers to form a small 

gathering for study, prayer, and conversation.136 Ultimately, Wesley was battling his 

conviction of spiritual bankruptcy and brought close peers along in the quest to draw 

closer to God through theology and action.  

The small band did not initially gather regularly; however, organizational 

patterns eventually emerged that set a rhythm for the group’s gatherings and agenda. 

Eventually, Wesley assumed the role of leader and chief manager of the Oxford 

Methodists and led his brother, Charles, friends, William Morgan and Bob Kirkham, and 

additional peers regularly in rigorous study of the Greek New Testament and classic 

literature, prayer, and in-depth theological discussions. These serious students 

established order and guidelines for their gatherings, ensuring all obeyed the standards 

 

134 Richard P. Heitzenrater, Mirror and Memory: Reflections on Early Methodism (Nashville: Kingswood, 1989), 
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of the Church of England, dutifully observed the rules of Oxford University, and 

habitually partook in holy communion. Additionally, Wesley and his colleagues 

adopted strict rules and disciplines, believing that a legalistic and disciplined life would 

help ensure they gained inward and outward grace and righteousness.137 

In addition to the spiritual and intellectual disciplines of the Oxford Methodists, 

Wesley and his peers actively engaged in social ministries. They provided Christian 

literature, clothing, food, and fuel to those in need within their circle and the local 

community. To ensure they could provide for others, Wesley and his peers found 

creative ways to save money. They would walk instead of riding to their destinations. 

Each practiced fasting and ate sparingly to ensure there was always food to share, and 

studied in chilly rooms to conserve fuel. The Oxford Methodists did not just practice 

self-denial and strict everyday disciplines but also practiced active ministry to the local 

prison in Oxford. Through the influence and suggestion of William Morgan, the group 

visited the prisoners at Castle prison. While the public viewed the plight of the prisoners 

as justifiable and deserved, Morgan influenced the Oxford Methodists to incorporate 

weekly visits to the prison into their routine and practice, and further influenced Wesley 

and the group to incorporate additional charitable activities into their routine and 

“growing schedule of social concern.”138 Their ministry included spiritual witness and 
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even physical provision by paying debts and setting up a school for poor children. 

Quickly, the Oxford Methodists were devoting several hours a week to attend to the 

many spiritual and physical needs of the marginalized in their community. These social 

activities and actions gained the group notoriety among their Oxford peers that 

previously scorned them and their gathering. The deep quest for the “right state of soul” 

was hard for many to understand, but it was one Wesley was not ready to abandon.139 

 While there was the social ministry element to the group, Wesley’s main 

objective was bringing all areas of his life to submission to Jesus Christ. As noted by 

Heitzenrater, “John’s acknowledged leadership within the movement came from an 

ability to fit these various pursuits together with a sense of purpose, which gave 

direction and spiritual impulse to the Methodists’ search for salvation.”140 This objective 

was evident through his zeal and rigorous labor, which provoked ridicule and 

judgement from colleagues and fellow Oxford students, who mocked the enthusiasm, 

zeal, and self-denial practices of Wesley and his peers.141 Quickly Wesley and his 

spiritual partners gained the nicknames of “bible moths” and “enthusiasts” – eventually 

finding themselves branded as Methodists.142 All in all, the holy living the Methodists 

 

139 Ibid. 
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their discipline and practices were not fully understood and seemed odd to the outsider. Regardless, the 
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practiced was misunderstood and questioned by outsiders as legalistic actions founded 

in a rigid ethic and/or simple obedience to rigorous self-discipline and not an attempt to 

imitate and embody Christlikeness.143 

Despite Wesley and the Methodists’ intentions and genuine efforts, they fell 

short in their quest to gain the certainty of God’s love. With every disciplined daily 

activity and incessant devotion to right actions and deeds, the Oxford Methodists sought 

to connect more fully with God. They devoted themselves to meticulous self-

examinations, rigorous spiritual practices, and sacrificial social actions. Still, assurance of 

salvation remained unobtainable by the group. The group’s dutiful efforts to promote 

good works and right action failed to give any of Wesley and his peers peace, joy, or the 

spiritual wholeness they desperately sought. Additionally, the daily living patters of 

Wesley and the Methodists continued to be misunderstood by their peers as legalistic 

actions founded in a rigid ethic, rather than an attempt to embrace a Christlike life and 

Christian virtues.144 

Furthermore, the group entered into a period of trial with the death of William 

Morgan, especially when rumors quickly spread that the practices of the Methodists 

were the cause of Morgan’s death. As a result, criticism of the group amplified, and 

Wesley found himself taking responsibility for protecting the group from the malicious 
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attacks. Still, Wesley persevered and sought to press on through the turmoil and 

ridicule. Taking to publicly and privately defending the Methodist lifestyle through 

sermons and letters, Wesley sought to use the moment of ridicule as an opportunity to 

sharpen his focus and his pursuit of proclaiming the gospel and developing a distinct 

Christian lifestyle.145 

While public defenses of the Wesleyan group evoked some positive response, 

Wesley’s efforts were not enough. Wesley battled with his father’s requests to be his 

successor at Epworth, and while Wesley did not take up leading the parish permanently, 

his presence was required for a short time, which took him away from his ministry and 

spiritual quest at his Oxford home. During his absence, colleagues left Oxford and 

scattered to various places. Upon Wesley’s return to Oxford, he sought to return to the 

daily practices and spiritual quest he was diligently seeking. However, Wesley found 

returning to his Oxford Methodism gathering and practices would not be possible. 

Without Wesley’s continuous leadership and presence, the group was no more. “John 

Wesley is the only one who can be seen as having a central role at nearly every step of 

the early developments at Oxford.”146 The characteristics and practices of Oxford 

Methodism were an extension of Wesley. Thus, without Wesley at the helm the group’s 

season came to an end. With the end of the Oxford Methodists, Wesley and his peers 
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were left never obtaining the true personal salvation they desperately sought. This 

empty quest eventually led Wesley to his spiritual wilderness and journey to find 

fulfillment as a missionary amongst the indigenousness people of the Americas, another 

noted failure in the life of Wesley.147 

3.1.2 Disciple Making and the Innovation of Class Meetings   

As noted above, the failure of Oxford Methodism had many symptoms including 

lack of public acceptance, lack of familial support, and the scattering and loss of group 

members. Still, the root cause of the failure was Wesley’s inability to adapt during times 

of conflict and turmoil. As the group’s head and principal director, Wesley’s guidance 

and vision were essential to Oxford Methodism. Since Oxford Methodism did not meet 

the needs of Wesley and his peers on their spiritual wholeness quest, Wesley sought 

spiritual fulfillment through other means. It was not until later in his ministry that 

Wesley attempted to rebrand and refresh the spiritual peer group – a move that shifted 

the ministry from being driven primarily by himself or another minister to ministry 

driven by laity.  

At Oxford, Wesley was the primary giver, organizer, and spiritual leader, a 

situation rooted in Wesley’s legalistic and strict controlling observance of law and 

disciplines. Thus, Wesley exercised significant control and influence not only of himself 
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but of others. Such order and control were not only evident at Oxford, but the way in 

which Wesley exercised his authority in all teaching roles.148 Thomas Neely notes:   

But let it not be supposed that the Conferences which Mr. Wesley called had any 

governing power. The members discussed, but Mr. Wesley decided. They 

debated, but he determined. Mr. Wesley was the government; and, though he 

invited the preachers to confer with him, he did not propose to abandon any of 

his original power. They had a voice by his permission, but he reserved the right 

to direct.149 

 

Wesley’s fervor and strong leadership never wavered, but Wesley and the movement 

eventually shifted to create space for all to be ministers to each other. There was a shift 

from “me” to “we.” 

 While Oxford housed a gathering where Wesley imparted his wisdom and 

spiritual practices to his close peers, the class meetings, bands, societies, and love feasts 

were not centered around one individual but a group of people working together for the 

benefit of the movement to become bigger than one person. Additionally, class meetings 

offered the opportunity to quest after spiritual holiness by inviting individuals into a 

spiritual journey with a community of shared responsibility, with members bonding in 

all aspects of spiritual and daily life.150 These gatherings were crucial to Wesley and the 

heart of the Wesleyan movement, a point Wesley emphasizes:  
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Never omit meeting your Class or Band; never absent yourself from any public 

meeting. These are the very sinews of our Society; and whatever weakens, or 

tends to weaken, our regard for these, or our exactness in attending them, strikes 

at the very root of our community.151 

 

This emphasis on class meetings was held as equal to sound preaching as an instrument 

for revival. In fact, Wesley was adamant the two must be utilized in tandem to ensure 

fruitful ministry. Adam Clarke recounts such assertion of Wesley’s conviction:  

From long experience I know the propriety of Mr. Wesley’s advice: “Establish 

class-meetings and form societies where you preach and have attentive hearers; 

for, wherever we have preached without doing so, the word has been like seed 

by the way-side.” It was by this means we have been enabled to establish 

permanent and holy Churches over the world. Mr. Wesley saw the necessity of 

this from the beginning. Mr. Whitfield, when he separated from Mr. Wesley, did 

not follow it. What was the consequence? The fruit of Mr. Whitfield’s labor died 

with himself. Mr. Wesley’s remains and multiplies.152  

 

As such, a strong argument can be made that class meetings were vital to the growth of 

Methodism and retention of its members.  

The class meetings created an environment that conditioned all other phases of 

one’s daily life. These groups of individuals composed a network of intimate social 

relationships, a community of caring support, and a secure setting for spiritual nurture, 

and represented a corporate rather than an individual focus. The class meetings even 

went so far as to allow members to assist each other in business or financial matters. 
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Thus, the class meetings, bands, and societies fostered a robust interconnected 

arrangement amongst Wesley’s community and following.153 

Wesley was intent on establishing and cultivating communities of Christian faith 

through which spiritual life could be nurtured. Individuals were not left to unpack 

preaching or embark on the spiritual journey in isolation. For each conversion, 

membership to class meetings immediately followed. As recounted by Clarke, George 

Whitfield and John Pool stated,  

Mr. P. was well known to Mr. Whitfield, who having met him one day accosted 

him in the following manner: 

 “Whitefield. Well, John, art thou still a Wesleyan? 

 “Pool. Yes, sir. I thank God I have the privilege of being in connection 

with Mr. Wesley, and one of his preachers.  

“W. John, thou art in thy right place. My brother Wesley acted wisely; the 

souls that were awakened under his ministry he joined in class, and thus 

preserved the fruits of his labor. This I neglected, and my people are a rope of 

sand.154 

 

Indicated in this account, Whitfield even acknowledged class meetings brought great 

value to the Methodist movement and supporting individuals in their Christlike quest. 

Moreover, Whitfield conveyed regret for not taking initiative in preserving class 

meetings in his ministerial efforts.155  

In this new innovative community, the individuals received unique value 

through participation in worship and, sharing spiritual struggles and victories, and the 
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deep innermost workings of the heart.  The members were encouraged to respond to 

one another through prayer, warning, clarification, and encouragement. Through this 

open and judgment-free sharing, the members of the class meetings began to genuinely 

care for one another, express empathy, and sharpen one another for the betterment of 

the other. Watson notes the early Methodist class meetings were a place where everyone 

watched over each other in love.156 Unlike Oxford Methodism, class meetings sought to 

connect to the needs, desires, and motivators of the participants and ensure the 

innovation added value to each individuals’ lives. Class meetings were not so much 

about Wesley, but a true human-centered innovation seeking to ensure a beneficial and 

satisfactory experience for the participant.157  

Beginning as a collective response to pay a building debt in England, the class 

meeting rooted itself in assisting individuals in need, practicing the General Rules,158 and 

attending Christian practices of worship, prayer, reading and contemplation of 

Scripture, fasting, and abstinence. The class meeting was an opportunity for people to 

grow in faith and learn to practice faith in community.159 It was common practice for 

participants to share details about their relationship with God and how each was living 
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or failing to live out faith in God.160 The members were dedicated to calling one another 

to accountability in their daily active practice of the spiritual and moral teachings of 

Christianity. Class meetings provided a healthy environment in which people gained 

great confidence in their abilities and gained self-worth through the grace, humor, 

understanding, and love that permeated into the members’ lives. Wesley even reported 

about the benefits of the healthy environment of the class meeting. 

It can scarce be conceived what advantages have been reaped from this little 

prudential regulation. Many now happily experienced that Christian fellowship 

of which they had not so much as an idea before. They began to “bear one 

another’s burdens,” and “naturally” to “care for each other.” As they had daily a 

more intimate acquaintance with, so they had a more endeared affection for each 

other. And “speaking the truth in love, they grew up into him in all things which 

is the head, even Christ; from whom the whole body, fitly joined together, and 

compacted by that which every join supplied, according to the effectual working 

in the measure of every part, increased unto the edifying itself in love.161  

 

Ultimately, members learned to share openly and honestly with each other establishing 

a true community and family of God. They learned to listen not only to each other but to 

God’s will for their lives.162 Moving from its beginnings as a capital campaign, the class 

meeting transformed to a supportive network of Methodists that loved and encouraged 

each other in their journey with God.163 The objective of the class meeting was to aid 

individuals in knowing Christ and to grasp how to give one’s whole self to love and 
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serve God. With this objective and close-knit intimacy of the group, members were 

guaranteed security and trust with each other. Thus, members did not slip away from 

each other and were strengthened to persevere on their journey.164 Ultimately, the 

innovative class meetings blossomed to truly meet the needs of individuals and make an 

impact in the world in profound ways Oxford Methodism could not.   

3.2 Missional Calling: Overseas to Homeland  

3.2.1 Georgia: Failure in Understanding the Missional Calling  

Another of the pivotal moments in the life and ministry of Wesley occurred after 

Oxford in 1735 when he accepted an invitation from the Society for the Proclamation of 

the Gospel to ministry in the newly established English colony of Georgia. John found 

himself assuming the chaplain responsibilities for the English colonists and acting as a 

missionary to the indigenous people of the Americas, while his brother Charles was 

invited to serve as a secretary to James Oglethorpe, founder and first governor of the 

colony.165 It was hoped that other colleagues of Wesley, specifically members of the 

Oxford Methodists, would join the company; however, only two accepted the 

invitations. From the very beginning of the expedition, the ministry in Georgia was 

bathed in naiveté and idealistic perceptions of transplanting Oxford Methodism in a 

new land and radically transforming the people of Georgia as well as Wesley’s own 

 

164 Watson, 24-27.  
165 Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodist, 64-65. 



 

71 

spiritual life.166 Continuing on his quest to discover “a right state of soul, a mind and 

spirit renewed after the image that created it,”167 Wesley embarked on a new journey. 

However, he set out to this new world not just for himself but in an effort to “preach 

[God’s] names to the Gentiles, that the very ends of earth may see the salvation of our 

God,” the true motivating goal of Wesley’s ministry.168 

Wesley, then, was eager to convert the indigenous people of the Americas to 

Christianity, beginning his ministerial objectives by working with the individuals he 

deemed the least polished. Reaching out to the chieftain of the Choctaw tribe, Wesley 

disclosed the great need for the Choctaw people to receive Christ’s teachings and 

abandon all others. Praying for divine intervention to partner with his conversion 

efforts, Wesley pushed to persuade the indigenous people of the Americas to convert to 

Christianity.169 However, Wesley accomplished little, if anything, as a missionary in 

Georgia, making only a handful of limited conversations with various chieftains. “On 

the whole, his interactions with the Indians were only of a brief and occasional 

nature.”170 Tomochichi, chief of the Creeks, even expressed interest in hearing Wesley’s 

message, but warned that Wesley’s predecessors and English traders had caused great 

confusion and created an unwelcoming audience to hearing the Word. Nevertheless, 
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Tomochichi and the king of Savannah, Sinauky, invited the Wesleys to visit the village 

and instruct its inhabitants about baptism. Unfortunately, upon response to the 

invitation, the Wesley brothers did not find either leader. The task of bringing Oxford 

Methodism to the indigenous people of Georgia was not going to occur as Wesley 

hoped. On a selfish quest to do ministry as Wesley desired, he failed and missed 

opportunities to join God in ministry in Georgia. This was not the only challenge noted 

in Wesley’s attempts to minister to the people of Georgia.171 

Coupled with Oglethorpe’s refusal to release Wesley from his ministerial duties 

to the English colonists in Savannah, Wesley faced hurdle after hurdle in his attempts to 

minister to the indigenous people of the Americas. From being tethered to his 

appointment in Savannah to conflicts amongst various tribes, Wesley quickly found his 

services were not needed in the way he hoped and anticipated. Not only were his 

services not needed as hoped, but Wesley also found his life in Georgia unable to 

support his quest for holiness for himself and others. Wesley found all individuals he 

sought to reach and convert to Christianity grossly unresponsive.172 Hoping to replicate 

Oxford Methodism in Georgia, Wesley found few who were receptive to his zealous and 

rigid tactics. Noted as the “second rise of Methodism,” Wesley and the small faithful 

following met regularly in his home and mirrored the practices of Oxford Methodism. 
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Through this small religious society, John and Charles led the group through regular 

meetings filled with prayer, singing, religious conversations, and reading of scripture. 

Still, this small glimmer of acceptance was toppled with the magnitude of additional 

trials and continued criticism. At the end of his time at Georgia, Wesley found himself in 

a possible legal case due to his manner of ministry. Ultimately, the attempt to replicate 

Oxford Methodism in Georgia was a failed experiment and one that drove him to return 

home.173 

Being now only a prisoner at large in a place where I knew by experience every 

day would give fresh opportunity to procure evidence of words I never spoke 

and actions I never did, I saw clearly the hour was come for [me to fly for my 

life,] leaving this place; and as soon as evening prayers were over, about eight 

o’clock, the tide then serving, I shook off the dust of my feet and left Georgia, 

after having preached the gospel there [with much weakness indeed and many 

infirmities] (not as I ought, but as I was able), one year and nearly nine months.174 

  

Wesley found himself sabotaging his ministry and actively seeking ways to free himself 

from his mission to the indigenous people of the Americas and as chaplain to the 

English colonists of Georgia.175 

For both of the Wesley brothers, the experience in Georgia was an unmitigated 

disaster and failure. Despite the Wesleys’ genuine attempts and good intentions, the 

ministries of the Wesleys in Georgia were not successful. Moreover, scholars primarily 

view John Wesley’s mission to the colony of Georgia as a blatant failure and 
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catastrophe.176 In fact, Henry Bett asserted the missionary service of Wesley was 

“intensely diligent, devoted and self-denying, but deplorably bigoted and tactless.”177 

Russell E. Richey notes, “John and Charles, whose efforts in Georgia (1736-37) left little 

in the way of continuing Methodist influence and some considerable embarrassment.”178 

One might contend that the only reason their careers and ministry survived the epic 

disaster and failure is due to the mere fact they carried the surname of Wesley. John was 

diligent and self-denying, as true to his previous ministerial endeavors and execution of 

spiritual practice, but he was also rigid and intolerant. As a result, the indigenous people 

of the Americas were not eager to embrace and accept Christianity as Wesley fantasied, 

hoped, and pushed to make a reality. Additionally, the English colonists did not 

respond in favor of Wesley’s ministry and execution of his duties as chaplain.179 

Ultimately, the members of the Georgia colony and the indigenous people of the 

Americas criticized and denounced the ministry of Wesley and forced him to return to 

England in later December 1737. The individuals rejected the offerings of Wesley as they 

were unwelcomed attempts to push the personal agenda of Wesley in an environment 

Wesley had failed to practice true empathy and understand. Awakened to the reality of 

his disastrous ministerial attempts, Wesley fled from his work. Shamed and distraught, 
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he ran from an escalated situation that had gotten completely out of hand and no longer 

resembled the ministry he hoped to foster. Furthermore, he did not formally resign from 

his ministerial duties in Georgia.180 Not only fleeing ministerial shortcomings, Wesley 

also sought to flee from legal proceedings, an unhappy love affair with Sophy 

Williamson before her marriage, and general unpopularity amongst the people of 

Georgia.181 Stinking of utter failure and in great despair, a broken and spiritually 

wounded Wesley fled from the ministry in Georgia amongst the English colonists and 

indigenous people of the Americas back to his own doorstep in England.182 

3.2.2 Innovative Missional Ministry at Home 

After fleeing from the disastrous ministry in Georgia, Wesley concluded that he 

had arrived at a turning point in his narrative with God. This self-reflection and 

examination of failure prompted Wesley to pivot and turn a negative experience into a 

positive transformation in his ministry, leading to innovation. In fact, on the return 

voyage to England, Wesley contemplated his unsuccessful ministry and his lack of 

assurance of God’s love.183 Acknowledging that he indeed fled from America, Wesley 

wrestled with the weight of his ministry. He recognized he would carry this failure with 

him throughout his ministry as it was part of his story. Wesley’s humiliating experience 
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in Georgia led him to pivotal moment wrestling with the concept of not what he could 

do for God, but what God could do for Wesley.  

All the time I was at Savannah I was thus “beating the air.” Being ignorant of the 

righteousness of Christ, which, by a living faith in Him, bringeth salvation “to 

everyone that believeth,” I sought to establish my own righteousness, and so 

labored in the fire all my days.184 

 

This examination of his failure prompted a rejuvenating religious experience and 

spiritual transformation that morphed Wesley from legalism to evangelism. This 

spiritual transformation brought Wesley from law and rules to grace and love. 

Moreover, Wesley’s transformation led to spiritual peace, a hunger for innovative 

evangelism, and an enduring quest for addressing social injustices. Through this 

newfound spiritual liberty, Wesley was empowered and recharged to pivot and spread 

the good news of God’s love to his neighbor near or far.185 Learning from his faults and 

selfish shortcomings in Georgia, Wesley adapted and adjusted his ministry tactics, 

maintained his zeal, and implemented a practice that made a consistent empathetic 

effort to meet the physical and spiritual needs of others.186 

 Even though Wesley failed in his early attempts as a missionary, these failures 

did not discredit his call to missional ministry.187 On the contrary, Wesley was confident 

in his call to be a missionary. However, the failures in Georgia reshaped the definition 
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and understanding of missionary for Wesley. Wesley realized his field was not in any 

far-off romanticized distant land like Georgia. In fact, the mission field Wesley was 

called to was his very own doorstep meeting the spiritual and physical needs of 

Britain.188 With a new energy and thirst to partner with God in God’s ministry in the 

world, Wesley maintained an unbelievable pace finding himself meeting the needs of his 

British neighbors and preaching morning and evening at the Foundry.189 

 At the first Methodist chapel in London, Wesley actively preached and taught to 

the many who gathered in this space, known as the Foundry. Acquired in response to a 

need for physical headquarters and regular meeting place for Wesley’s growing 

following, the Royal Foundry became the home of Wesley’s evangelistic efforts. A 

former cannon factory, this space was geographically ideal. Moreover, it was the perfect 

home for Wesley’s doorstep evangelism.  It establisehd itself as the first distinctively 

Methodist society and centralized hub for Wesley’s newly established mission field in 

London.190 

It is clear from this that the formation of the first Methodist society sprang from 

the needs not only of Wesley’s converts but also of his lay helpers in the work of 

evangelism.  On both counts, it was born out of the demands of the mission.191 
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Wesley’s fresh, innovative approach to missional work birthed forth a new 

understanding of the mission field and how to meet the needs of those in the mission 

field. With this new innovative perspective, the Foundry was established as a space not 

only seeking to offer preaching and teaching to meet spiritual needs but was also a place 

that sought to meet the physical needs of the community. The Foundry provided a free 

dispensary with an appointed apothecary and surgeon to meet the medical needs of the 

community. Education and financial needs were provided by the Foundry as well. With 

a free school teaching approximately 60 children and a lending society serving as an 

almshouse for the poor, the Foundry and ministry of Wesley had innovatively 

transformed from a legalistic approach reflected in his Georgian ministry to expressive 

evangelism seeking to minister and meet the needs of the whole person as the person 

required.192 He even praised how the ministry worked “so that more and more brands 

were plucked out of the burning.”193 As a result, Wesley regularly referred to the 

ministry at the Foundry as fruitful, significant, and abundant.  

Wesley’s innovative ministry in England did not stop with the Foundry. With the 

quest to ensure the ministry was balanced, Wesley altered a few of his views that caused 

him great pain and negative implications in Georgia. Concerning communion, Wesley 

made a significant transformation. Following his return from Georgia, Wesley altered 
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his convictions concerning communion as a sacrament reserved only for the faithful who 

had made adequate preparations to receive the elements. “He came to believe that it 

could be ‘a means of conveying to men either preventing, justifying, or sanctifying 

grace,’ and ‘there is no previous preparation indispensably necessary.’”194 Additionally, 

Wesley instructed his band societies and class meetings to ensure communion was 

practiced at every opportunity. Unlike his strict legalistic adherence and promoted 

separation of individuals in Georgia, Wesley’s ultimate intention with communion was 

to welcome all to the Lord’s table and increase the number of participants. “He was 

therefore deeply gratified to regularly administer the sacrament to crowds running into 

the hundreds in the 1780s.”195 Again, contrary to the approach in Georgia, Wesley had 

radically transformed his ministry due to his experience of failure and hurdles faced 

through his early ministry. Not letting the failure defeat him, Wesley allowed for 

innovation to follow his failure and found a more profound and fruitful ministry than he 

imagined he would find amongst the indigenous people of the Americas. Returning to 

what he initially interpreted as lackluster and not his calling, Wesley returned to his 

home finding a mission field primed to receive his innovative contributions and be 

transformed. Wesley returned to his home inspired able to live incarnationally, show 

Christlike love, and offer an invitation to others to experience an encounter with God.       
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3.3 The Parish: Established Church to the Field 

3.3.1 Failure in the Anglican Pulpit  

Wesley never felt called to follow in his father’s pastoral footsteps of preaching in 

the local parish. On the contrary, Wesley felt called to something entirely different. 

Wesley remained steady in his pursuit of his unique call even as his family urged him to 

take his dying father’s rector post and continue on the Wesley ministry. His brother 

Samuel, Jr. even wrote, “It is not a College, it is not a University, it is the order of the 

Church according to which you were called.”196 Nevertheless, Wesley resolutely refused, 

stating his place was at Oxford where the most good would be done. The family 

continued to urge Wesley to lead the ministry in Epworth, but he would remain 

unconvinced and unchanged in his convictions.197 

Wesley’s father had grave concerns about the selfish vein running through 

Wesley’s personal quest. Despite attempts to open Wesley’s eyes to this vein of 

selfishness and encourage the assumption of the Epworth ministry, Wesley pressed 

forward.198 It is this quest to seek a calling all his own that led him on his journey to 

academia at Oxford and into the mission field abroad and at home. Years later in the life 

and ministry of Wesley, he connected his movement with the hopes that it would take 
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root within the local church in transformative ways contrary to the traditional identity of 

the local parish associated with his father’s ministerial colleagues.  With the memories of 

Wesley communicating a general disdain for ministry in the local church, Wesley 

confused his community when he began preaching in local parish contexts. Was this not 

the exact ministerial invitation Wesley refused from his father? Still, seeking to birth and 

cultivate his ministerial movement, Wesley took to the local pulpit.199 

In September 1738, Wesley found himself establishing his local missional 

ministry in London. For months, Wesley and his close companions, including Charles, 

took to preaching salvation to the masses from church to church and from workhouses 

to prisons. Wesley was determined to bring his message of revitalization and new life to 

all, especially those he deemed in desperate need of his message. Preaching as many as 

four times a day, Wesley still felt his efforts were not exhaustive and began publishing 

his sermons as well. The wider the audience, the better the odds were of sharing his 

word with all.200 

 Wesley’s sermons and message quickly received the label of controversial. 

Drawing in large audiences, the ecclesiastical overseers got engaged and found Wesley’s 

message controversial and offensive. Wesley’s preaching quickly became a scandal and 
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gained him the label of enthusiast due to the charismatic and emotional phenomena.201 

Wesley’s ministry and preaching did not fit the norm as defined by the church leaders 

and challenged the charismatic practices. The physical and literary attacks brought 

about by his preaching began to be a pain point for Wesley and a hurdle he could not 

avoid. Wesley recounts such persecution in his journal.   

Before five the mob surrounded the house again in greater numbers than ever. 

The cry of one and all was, “Bring out the minister; we will have the minister.” I 

desired one to take their captain by the hand and bring him into the house…I 

stood at the door and asked, “Are you willing to hear me speak?” Many cried 

out, “No, no! Knock his brains out; down with him; kill him at once.”202 

 

From attempting to drown out Wesley’s voice by ringing church bells to tossing rocks at 

his head, Wesley’s mockers sought to intrude, disrupt, and make Wesley’s life and 

ministry uncomfortable. Still, despite the intense hostility and inhospitable mobs, 

Wesley persevered trusting in God’s call and provisional care.203 

 Wesley was destined to be an evangelist. Joining forces with his brother, Charles, 

and George Whitfield, Wesley pressed forward in his great pursuits to make his 

message known.  “He was the chosen apostle of the masses.”204 With the masses as the 

target audience and parish of Wesley, the local church eventually was found unfit for his 
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quest. There were numerous reasons preaching in the pulpit was no longer an option. 

First, the masses could not solely be reached from the pulpit — a new approach and 

tactic for communication needed to be identified and pursued. Second, the label of 

enthusiast and fear of Wesley’s controversial message made the local church pulpit an 

unfriendly place for Wesley. Wesley notes,   

It was still my desire to preach in a church, rather than in any other place; but 

many obstructions were now laid in the way…Being thus excluded from the 

churches, and not daring to be silent, it remained only to preach in the open air; 

which I did at first, not out of choice, but out of necessity.205 

 

Furthermore, Wood emphasizes the forced change in preaching environment for 

Wesley. 

At first, he exercised his evangelistic gift within the Established Church.  

However, though a great door and effectual was opening to him, there were also 

many adversaries.  Between his conversion in May 1738 and the launching of the 

mission proper in April 1739, the pulpits of London were rapidly closing on him.  

Being excluded from the churches, he was driven into the fields.  Henceforward 

his was to be a predominantly extra-mural ministry.206  

   

The message had become so scandalous that most pulpits no longer allowed for the 

preaching of Wesley to take place. The audience of the local church did not appreciate 

the challenging word and wanted to maintain their content spiritual comfort. There was 

no longer a receptive audience in front of the pulpit, thus, with the rejection of the local 
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church, Wesley had the excellent opportunity to embrace another failure and hurdle and 

press forward to innovative success.207 

3.3.2 Innovative Field Preaching  

One of the critical aspects of Wesley’s innovation is that he was not too prideful 

to go back on his word that he would discontinue preaching from the local parish’s 

pulpit. Previously declining his father’s request to assume the pulpit and identifying as 

an evangelist, Wesley did not see the local church and strict pulpit preaching as 

something he would maintain vocationally throughout his life. Wesley notes in a letter 

to a close friend, 

I look upon all the world as my parish; thus far I mean, that, in whatever part of 

it I am, I judge it meet, right, and my bounden duty to declare unto all that are 

willing to hear the glad tidings of salvation.208    

 

Thus, when faced with the rejection of the Established Church, Wesley was not fully 

pushed down. In fact, Wesley quickly adjusted his approach, shifted the context, 

identified his new audience, and evolved his sharing of his message.   

As Wesley found himself in a position where the local parish became an 

inhospitable environment and unreceptive of his message, Wesley began to regroup, 

adapt, and look for alternatives.  One of these alternatives that Wesley initially rejected 

was open-air preaching. Multiple times George Whitfield attempted to convince Wesley 
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on these preaching excursions with Wesley’s constant refusal. At one point, Wesley even 

describes the idea of open-air preaching as vile. In fact, Wesley greatly struggled to 

accept Whitfield’s open-air preaching as acceptable. He even noted that in his early 

years of ministry, he would have considered preaching outside of the walls of the 

church a sin. While this new means of communication and context was contrary to some 

of Wesley’s preconceived notions of acceptable preaching places, Wesley acknowledged 

that he was anointed to bring the gospel to the masses and needed to go where the 

masses were located.  Wesley’s empathy, resilience, determination, and call spurred him 

on to a change of heart.209   

With Whitfield charging the way forward in open-air preaching, Wesley joined 

the movement and quickly became popular with his newfound audience. In fact, in a 

short period of ministry in the open-air context, Wesley began drawing regular crowds 

of approximately 5,000 individuals. Wesley’s records even note a total of 47,500 

individuals attending his field preaching during the first month in the Bristol area. The 

gag the Established Church sought to place on him by closing the door to any and all 

pulpits, including his father’s former pulpit at Epworth, did not stop his message from 

continuing to reach those who needed to hear it most.210   
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Humbling himself to do things he once found vile and unacceptable, Wesley 

swallowed his pride and joined Whitfield in open-air preaching. Knowing the pulpit 

was a failure, Wesley innovatively sought other means to get his message spread. It is 

important to note, Wesley was not just finding a new venue for his preaching, his failure 

with pulpit preaching enabled him to recognize his message would never reach the 

masses unless preached from an extraordinary place. This extraordinary place just so 

happened to be an environment that Wesley himself deplored. Wesley was dapper, 

sophisticated, and exceptionally polished. While preaching in the open-air meant that he 

would have to engage with people who were unbathed, violent, and brash, in many 

regards, open-air preaching was a foreign place that he did not enjoy or relate. Yet, 

Wesley knew his call from God and saw the fruit of this ministry context, so he was 

willing to sacrifice his own preferences for the flourishing of his message.211 In this 

sacrifice, Wesley showed his true innovative spirit to experiment and humbly engage in 

ministerial ways that he had previously rejected whole-heartedly. Wesley was able to 

reshape his idea of where souls should be saved. More importantly, Wesley’s innovation 

had flipped the narrative and way of ministry from a process of people coming to the 

church for the message to the message meeting the people where they were located. 

Through Wesley’s practice of understanding and observing the needs of individuals, 
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Wesley was able to experiment and implement the practice of open-air preaching for the 

sake of the Gospel and make a more profound impact in the world.    

In Wesley’s open-air preaching experiences, he encountered a group of people 

who desperately needed to experience the social and personal holiness emphasis of 

Wesley’s message. More importantly, Wesley encountered a group of people who 

needed God’s saving and sanctifying grace.   

I could scarce reconcile myself at first to this strange way of preaching in the 

fields…having been all my life (till very lately) so tenacious of every point 

relating to decency and order, that I should have thought the saving of souls 

almost a sin if it had not been done in a church.212 

 

The individuals who desperately needed this word would not have been in the pew of 

the Established Church but were the least, the last, and the lost. Preaching in this context 

enabled Wesley with a newfound mobility and provided him with congregations larger 

than any church building could have held. Additionally, it brought him into contact 

with the working-class poor who would have never stepped foot into the church in their 

tattered clothing and filth. If Wesley was the apostle of the masses and the masses were 

to hear the message of Wesley, open-air preaching and going to the location where the 

masses regularly congregated was the only way to innovatively do ministry. Regardless 

of the personal cost, Wesley recognized he must honor his call and be the tool as God 

intended. “Wesley became an evangelist at large…It is noticeable how field preaching 
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immediately assumed priority. Once he had been convinced of its value, it become 

central in his schedule.”213 This innovation was more than the location; it was the spirit 

and intent of Wesley, an instrument of God, willingly seeking to place a high value on 

his God-given message. Such a message had to be shared with any and all. Wesley could 

not wait for people to come to him to receive his word, and he could not wait on the 

Established Church to catch up to his movement. Instead, Wesley, fueled by zeal and 

urgency, took to the fields finding all who were willing to listen and be transformed by 

the love and grace of God. Wesley took to action to ensure the Methodist movement 

continued to generate, make a difference in the lives of others, and leave a profound 

impact on the world.214 Wesley fostered a creative confidence and channeled it into a 

new platform that prompted unfathomable growth and vitality. A creative leap for 

Wesley, field preaching launched a fresh service and interactive experience for others 

the pulpit never allowed.215      

3.4 Summary 

The history of the church is flooded with saints who left their mark and aided in 

shaping the past and present Christian narrative. Innovations, revitalization, and 

powerful testimonies all aided in birthing countless fresh expressions and aspects of the 

Church. While these highlights and milestones are worthy of remembrance, admiration, 
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and celebration, there is also a great need to acknowledge all the hurdles, hardships, and 

failures that led to the noteworthy achievements and milestones in the Church’s history. 

Moreover, the journey that enabled the saints to make significant contributions cannot 

be glossed over or ignored. The entire journey must be valued. It is through the 

examination of the journey’s context that the milestones gain even further meaning and 

significance.   

There is no denying that esteemed saint, John Wesley, had a ministry and life 

dotted with failures which lead to innovative moments for his ministry and the church. 

His legacy has indeed made a significant mark on the world. “This acclaim is not 

confined to Great Britain, of course. Wesley’s fame is universal.”216 Such a significant 

mark and universal fame would not have been plausible without his numerous stumbles 

and failures that regularly guided, shaped, and redirected him towards moments of 

creative contributions and positive shifts in his ministry. His ability to learn, adapt, shift, 

and persevere through his experienced failures gave way to his ability to discover 

innovative ways of doing creative ministry that produced a movement that transformed 

the church to be relevant and fresh. Furthermore, Wesley’s adaptive leadership birthed a 

movement that was “missional, flexible, adaptive, expansive, pluriform, [and] 

decentralized” that could embrace and welcome all.217 Still, these new ways of Wesley’s 
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ministry and Methodism were not just innovative in Wesley’s time, but still serve as an 

innovative guide for others today.  

Through the lens of three significant failures within John Wesley’s life and 

ministry that led to innovations, this chapter established that by learning from failure, 

innovation follows. More importantly, this thesis has argued that innovation and success 

are challenging to produce, if at all, without failure and challenges. As noted by Kelley, 

“fail often to succeed sooner.”218 While the actions and life of Wesley proceeded the life 

and reflections of Kelley, the theme and spirit of Kelley’s charge remains true for the life 

and ministry of Wesley and the Methodist movement.  

Through failure, Wesley was given the excellent opportunity to learn from his 

mistakes, examine his moments of success, identify key opportunities, create, and birth 

forth groundbreaking successful innovations. On his journey, he discovered a “creative 

confidence” that allowed him to experience the world and ministry as one that could 

foster fresh approaches and solutions to a variety of problems. Wesley’s zeal and 

creative energy helped him “find innovative solutions to some of [his] most intractable 

problems.”219 Through transitioning from legalistic Oxford Methodist gatherings to class 

meetings, reinterpreting his mission field and the needs of others from Georgia to 

England, and redefining his parish from the pulpit to the field, Wesley continuously 
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persevered, evolved, and transformed. With each moment of failure, Wesley pressed on 

to innovate in successful ways that profoundly impacted the lives of others and changed 

the world.   

May today’s leaders of local churches step out in bold ways prepared to take 

risks, brave possible failure, and persevere through the whole narrative. May today’s 

local churches and its leaders not only seek the milestones and noteworthy highlights 

that make for a good story but find opportunities and possibilities in the failure. May 

today’s leaders and future saints seek for ways that failure can birth new beautiful, 

innovative contributions vital for the life and sustainable future of local churches. “The 

God who raised up Wesley and his colleagues can call out a task force in our time 

too.”220 Thus, it is crucial that individuals embrace creative confidence, cultivate a heart 

of innovation, see value in failure’s lessons, reap the benefits of good failure, and usher 

in positive change. Through this focus and approach, a difference can be made in the 

lives of others and a great impact can be made throughout the world.221 

4. A Call to Failure-Sparked Innovation for a Better 
Tomorrow 

A commonly accepted concept is how the world constantly continues to change 

and develop. From globalization to digital enhancements, the world is drastically 

different than the present world. As a result, companies and individuals are constantly 
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responding with innovative products, breakthrough ideas, and creative designs in an 

attempt to keep up the pace and remain relevant. Some firms have mastered the art of 

adaptability and innovation, while many entities and individuals remain unflinching 

and content. As one can assume, it is the firms and individuals that have mastered 

adaptability and innovation that stand a chance amid rapid and constant change 

throughout the world. As for the unflinching and content firms, each will soon 

experience varying degrees of extinction and obscurity.  

In the 1990s, Blockbuster was the supreme location Americans visited to rent a 

movie or video game. With over 9,000 stores and approximately 65 million registered 

and loyal customers, Blockbuster was valued at $3 billion and earning millions annually, 

especially in late fees. For years, Blockbuster appeared to be a profitable giant that 

would not topple. However, only a mere decade later, the leading video rental chain 

was filing bankruptcy with over $900 million in debt and ceased to exist.222 Why could 

Blockbuster not sustain its success? What prompted the quick death to the once 

successful and thriving entity? The simple answer is an unwillingness to embrace failure 

that could have sparked innovation and built a better tomorrow for the company, its 

customers, and the world.  
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 Today, the idea of visiting a brick-and-mortar location to rent a video seems 

inefficient, lackluster, and antiquated. With on demand services and streaming 

capabilities through a variety of platforms and services, one need not even leave the 

comfort of home to access the latest in entertainment. How did Blockbuster not join in 

this innovative approach to video viewing and entertainment? Unfortunately for 

Blockbuster, the opportunity to make a pivotal change, take a risk, and launch into a 

fresh collaboration with an innovative entity could have become a reality if the company 

had adapted.  

In 2000, Blockbuster was approached by Reed Hastings to purchase his 

company, Netflix, for $50 million. Thinking Hastings’ company was a simple niche 

business, John Antioco, Blockbuster CEO, passed on the collaboration and dispensed 

with negotiations. While at the time of negotiations, Hastings company was only a DVD 

mailing service, it is now a content platform and production company that has defined 

binge watching and shaped the way individuals enjoy TV shows and movies.223 If 

Blockbuster’s leadership would have challenged its risk aversion and made the decision 

to launch into a new business venture and creative collaboration, it could be growing 
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and thriving with its partner, Netflix. However, this is not the narrative Blockbuster 

chose to embark on and now it is obsolete.224   

This is one of many examples of companies missing out on opportunities to 

adapt and embark on new adventures.  

There have been other bitter ‘what ifs’ including: Verizon shunning Apple for the 

first model of the iPhone, Comcast foregoing Disney, Friendster refusing Google, 

and AOL merging with Time Warner instead of AT&T. Perhaps the company 

that made the biggest blunder in tech history is Yahoo, which had chances to buy 

both Google and Facebook.225  

 

Additionally, this is not only a scenario known in the business world, but one 

experienced by local churches in all varieties and expressions. Local churches may not 

know the pain of passing up a business collaboration like Netflix, but it does know the 

fear of failure, risk aversion, resistance to change, and being content with the status quo. 

Moreover, local churches can resonate with Blockbuster and the feeling that it must 

simply continue to rest on its laurels and nurture the practices that made it initially 

successful. Still, as Blockbuster has proven, one’s lack of innovation will result in 

demise.  

In today’s rapidly changing world, “the people of God either need to innovate or 

simply close up shop and stop fighting a war of attrition.”226 Good failure must be 

 

224 Celena Chong, “Blockbuster’s CEO once passed up a chance to buy Netflix for only $50 million,” Business 

Insider (July 17, 2015) accessed November 23, 2020, https://www.businessinsider.com/blockbuster-ceo-

passed-up-chance-to-buy-netflix-for-50-million-2015-7.  
225 Ibid.  
226 Doug Paul, Kingdom Innovation: For a Brave New World (100 Movements Publishing, 2020), xxvii.   



 

95 

embraced, innovation must be practiced, and imagination must be restored to establish 

and ensure the future of local churches. Regardless of how fast the world continues to 

spin, churches must recognize profound changes must be made to establish a sound 

theology for failure and innovation, foster an innovative culture, and evoke an 

operational model change that allows the church to be better than it was yesterday. If 

local churches fail to grasp this call, they too will be “an object lesson in what happens 

when you don’t adapt to a changing world.”227 Thus, local churches must awaken their 

innovative spirit and join God in God’s ministry throughout the world.      

4.1 State of a Changing World 

Churches and denominations throughout the West, especially in the United 

States, find themselves at a junction and on a cusp of need for a great paradigm shift. As 

noted by Kenneth L. Carder and Laceye C. Warner, “the church in the United States has 

been an integral part of the prevailing culture for more than two centuries.”228 Local 

churches have influenced culture, served as a picture of organizational vitality, and 

served as staple institutions in their respective communities for centuries. Still, the 

current constraints and challenges of today call for something different from local 

churches. As Carder and Warner continue to note,  
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The disestablishment of mainline churches, religious pluralism, competing 

worldviews and ideologies, the power of the global market, and multiple societal 

forces now compete with the Christian church for determining values, vision, 

loyalties, and meaning. Global poverty and disease, the prevalence of war and 

violence, polarization within societies, and the longing for transcendent purpose, 

uniting vision, and unquenchable hope call forth the renewal of the church’s 

witness and mission.229   

 

Yes, the world is rapidly changing in the ways in which individuals connect to each 

other, shares thoughts, and invents. Moreover, the West is changing in the ways it 

connects to religion and spirituality. Eclectic pluralism has blossomed amongst the 

changing Western world and changing the ways in which many individuals in the 

United States identify religiously and spiritually. 

4.1.1 Eclectic Pluralism and Western Society  

My first encounter with Ned, an eclectic pluralist who had abandoned 

Christianity and its organized religion, was in a coffee shop. I quickly learned that he 

carried deep calloused wounds as a result of various mistreatments from a group of 

individuals who carried the label of Christian. As a result, he had become tainted and 

inhospitable to any Christian he encountered. Still, we became friends as Ned 

uncomfortably swallowed the idea of me as a Christian and especially as a Christian 

minister. It is through our friendship and conversation that I began to understand the 

nuances of pluralism amid Western society.  
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Ned never utilized the label eclectic pluralism for himself or others; however, his 

mosaic worldview and spiritual journey was a reflection of Peter Berger’s 

desecularization theory. Berger notes the desecularization theory is based upon the 

Western movement from becoming less and less connected to religion and spirituality to 

a movement towards religious pluralism, both individually and corporately. In addition, 

Berger generally summates the theory that modernity necessarily brings about the 

decline of religion is empirically falsified.  Simply, Berger does not think the global 

world is becoming more and more secular but becoming more and more plural as it 

moves to various religions and expressions of spirituality.230   

It turns out that modernity does not necessarily produce a decline of religion; it 

does necessarily produce a deepening process of pluralization – a historically 

unprecedented situation in which more and more people live amid competing 

beliefs, values and lifestyles.  This situation has profound effects on religion.231   

 

In fact, desecularization is where one’s religious and spiritual worldview and 

understanding creates the dominant lens through which the individual views the world 

and experiences life.  While secularization is a movement away from the importance and 

influence of religious identity affecting all aspects of life, desecularization is a movement 

towards one’s religious construct or spiritual worldview to effect and affect every aspect 

of life.  Thus, there is a movement once again back to religion, albeit a more 
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individualistic, pluralistic quest for spiritual awareness.232  Similar to selecting an 

assorted array of dishes at a buffet, an individual selects themes, doctrines, and practices 

from various religious traditions to create a personal spiritual mosaic.  

4.1.2 Paradigm Shift 

A familiar story, Ned, like many individuals in the West, harbored memories and 

horrific experiences with a local church that moved him from being a Christian to being 

post-Christian and developing an idiosyncratic personal religion. As our friendship 

grew, I recognized that local churches of the United States cannot leave Ned and others 

to feast at the spiritual buffet. A paradigm shift must occur.  

A paradigm is an entire constellation of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on 

shared by a given community.  Thomas Kuhn first constructed the idea of a paradigm.  

A paradigm works as both a lens and a filter.  It works as a lens because it allows the 

group of people or individuals within the group to see certain things more clearly.  But a 

paradigm also works as a filter, preventing the awareness and understanding of other 

material.  Hence, the paradigm becomes the cognitive map that allows one to imagine 

and model a routine, certain traditions, and habits off of a certain framework of 

understanding.  The paradigm shapes our vision of the world around us. Thus, a shift in 
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paradigm can radically change and alter local churches and the way in which local 

churches respond to the needs of the world.233   

On the quest to advocate for a paradigm shift, I wonder, how are local churches 

to connect with individuals and become culturally relevant as faith is lived out amongst 

the pluralist culture? How is the local church to embrace its duty and call to aid in 

bringing individuals closer to God and in relationship with Jesus Christ through the 

power of the Holy Spirit? Moreover, how are local churches to adapt to the changing 

world and remain significant, vibrant, and active? Ultimately, the change is not a call to 

embrace and launch a new program. On the contrary, it is to change the entire operating 

model and adopt a new operating system that penetrates the culture of local churches. 

4.2 Operating Model Change 

Throughout my ministry in local churches, I have commonly heard the refrain, 

“if we only had this program or applied this method, we would grow and have 

successful ministry.” From denominational conferences to church board meetings, 

someone pitches how a program is going to save or transform the local church. Still, 

time and time again, the fruits one hopes to reap with the implementation of the latest 

program does not occur. Thus, another program is launched to band aid and apply 

short-term solutions. All the while, the true need is to fix the root cause and change the 

operating model.  
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By reinventing the operating model, the core is transformed, and culture 

reshaped to allow for thorough transformation. Additionally, the changed operating 

model allows for a local church to profoundly connect with individuals and put the 

priorities of individuals at the center of each ministry, outreach, and activity. Aspiring to 

be human-centered in all activities is a goal for a majority, if not all, local churches. 

Hence, “the ones that succeed understand not only the needs and priorities of their 

[congregation and mission field], but also the best organizational setup to address those 

needs.”234 Furthermore, a reinvented operating model reinforces core values, 

strengthens one’s mission, allows for focus on the items that matter most, and stitches 

the church together so it can make a greater impact in the world and create value with 

God in God’s ministry throughout the world.235 More importantly, the reinvented core 

of local churches establishes a culture that not only adapts to the rapid changes of today, 

but also lays a foundation for tomorrow.236  

4.2.1 Embrace Good Failure 

The first operating model change local churches must adopt is an embrace of 

good failure. By embedding an acceptance of good failure in the culture of local 
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churches, one is able to reap the multiple benefits or adaptive learning, growth, and 

mastery. It aids in ensuring a local church leaves the shadows of insignificance and 

seeks to become an effective entity. Good failure presents an alternative narrative and 

chance to pursue success in ways not previously planned or anticipated. Moreover, an 

embrace of good failure pushes the local church to reinforce its understanding of 

perfectionism and explore the depth of God’s grace. 

Within Design Thinking, one is challenged to spot flaws and continue to push 

towards excellence throughout experimentation and testing on the path towards 

implementation of an innovative product or service. On this path towards excellence 

and superior designs, one is conditioned to accept and welcome failure as it aids in the 

development of new ideas and approaches. It is noted that Steve Jobs would regularly 

“refuse to release a new Apple product, or product enclosure even, until it’s as close to 

perfect as possible.”237 Still, this pursuit of excellence and perfection did not paralyze or 

stifle the creative process.  

A healthy goal of perfection in innovation is best defined as an internal drive and 

motivation towards excellence and quality. There is not a worry about past mistakes or 

making of future mistakes, anxiety over external pressures, or quest for approval from 

others. Innovators seek to strike the healthy balance between attempting one’s best with 
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each experiment and design, learning through failure, and trying better with the next 

take. Allowing mistakes to pave one’s way forward, innovators call such display of good 

failure and healthy perfection as “failing forward.”238 These themes of failure and 

healthy perfection do not have be isolated to design thinkers and innovators, these can 

fit nicely in local church cultures.  

Failures and mistakes are inevitable for all individuals. Even notable figures such 

as John Wesley displays a pattern of failure throughout their life and ministry. Likewise, 

local churches and the individuals who lead them will miss the mark and fail. This is no 

mystery. While failure is not the objective, when one does fail, one should lean into the 

moment and learn through the journey. Moreover, one should see the moments of 

failure as advancements towards success. As displayed in the life of Wesley and a 

variety of innovations through Design Thinking, failure pushes one to pivot, explore 

new avenues, push the envelope, and create something that creatively meets human 

needs and changes the world.   

Embracing failure is terrifying and seems to contradict rational thought. But as 

Wesley notes, life and the spiritual journey are peppered with the experience of God’s 

grace. Grace upon grace is offered by God in the midst of failure and missing of the 

mark and with each expression of grace, one is transformed and renewed. Having 

confidence in the inescapabilty of God’s grace equips one to face one’s fear of failure and 
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embrace its ample benefits. As God is preparing the way and moving throughout the 

world, one must have confidence and join in God’s ministry. There is a sharpening and a 

healthy perfecting that pushes individuals and the whole of creation towards holistic 

salvation. As Carder and Warner note, “grace forms and transforms communities as 

well as individuals.”239 Grace upon grace in response to human failures is a spiral theme 

of the grand narrative. And it is a theme that continues through the power of the Holy 

Spirit with the Church. Thus, the local church is primed to embrace good failure and its 

multiple benefits.  

In chapter 3, we explored key milestones in the life and ministry of Wesley that 

displayed failure and evidence of God’s grace as Wesley worked to adapt his ministerial 

efforts and join God in God’s ministry. Wesley missed the mark with Oxford 

Methodism, in his missional efforts in Georgia, and in the pulpit; however, with each 

failure, Wesley gained new understanding about his call and the ministry in which he 

was called to lead. Additionally, as Carder and Warner remind us,  

John Wesley’s willingness to move out of the familiar and comfortable structures 

of the university and the local parish and into the mines, the prisons, the open 

fields, and the hovels of the poor cannot be explained apart from his conviction 

that God’s grace was universally present and available to all.240 
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Wesley experienced failure but did so with a confidence and assurance of God’s grace. 

As he noted, “the best of all, God is with us.”241 Clearly Wesley did not execute all 

ministry attempts perfectly, but he did seek to join God in God’s ministry ready to fail 

forward through the confidence in God’s grace. Furthermore, Wesley worked to 

embody Christian perfection.   

Acknowledging perfection is only truly possible for God, Wesley embraced 

Christian perfection – “love toward God and neighbor.”242 Furthermore, Christian 

perfection means 

Loving God with all the heart, so that every evil temper is destroyed and every 

thought and word and work springs from and is conducted to that end by the 

pure love of God and our neighbor.243 

 

Wesley emphasized that we may not be perfect, but we are called to practice perfect 

love. This expression of love and grace fosters an environment that allows a local church 

to expand its framework of failure. In terms of innovation and local church vitality, 

grace covers good failure and enables its growth into fruitful innovative ministries and 

expressions of love and the goal of Christian perfection and love. By loving God and 

each other, one creates the space to dive in and do ministry. Free from fear of 

disappointment, ridicule, and shame, one can act and possibly fail along the way. Just as 

my son whispers “wait” to himself with each missed key on the piano allowing for an 
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adjustment and reattempt, one should whisper the same grace and love to each other 

and allow for reflection and fresh attempts. That is, with the practice of love and grace in 

the midst, one knows failure will not be one’s demise. On the contrary, it will provoke 

transformation and unfathomable vitality especially when in partnership with God.  

4.2.2 Empathy: Human-centered Ministries  

To understand this element of the suggested operational model change, one must 

start with the basic Christian understanding of fellowship. From the very beginning of 

humanity’s existence, God the Creator created humankind to be in fellowship. The 

fellowship which humankind was created for was expressed and experienced in three 

ways, fellowship between God and humankind, fellowship between humankind and 

humankind, and fellowship between humankind with the rest of creation. In the earliest 

accounts of humanity’s existence, humanity has been created to be in relationships.244 

However, due to the brokenness that entered the world through human sin, all three 

relationships that humankind was created for became disconnected, broken, and 

fragmented. “Discord begins to creep in [and] the discord becomes louder and more 

intense, until the whole affair ends in chaos.”245 Nevertheless, throughout history, from 

Abraham and his covenant with God, through Moses and the Law, and through the 

 

244 C. René Padilla, Mission Between the Times: An Essays on the Kingdom (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
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prophets and their prophetic word unto the nations, God has worked to restore all three 

relationships.246  

Throughout the grand narrative of God, one can see the many ways in which 

God has and is continuing to work to restore the broken relationships between God, 

humanity, and creation. This endeavor has been a continuous quest of God not in 

isolation, but in partnership in and through the workings of the church, the local 

congregation, and united global Body of Christ. It is through the tool of the church that 

God seeks to restore all of humanity, all of creation, all relationships, and all fellowship. 

As agents of peace we work throughout God’s kingdom, which has been established 

here on earth to promote and further the healing of these broken relationships, restoring 

all of creation and everyone in it with the Triune God.247 It is humanity’s job as God’s 

people to be agents of change, relationship builders, fellowship restorers, and to embody 

the ultimate definition of fellowship.248   

Fellowship or koinonia is to be in close association involving mutual interests and 

sharing, to be in communion, to be in close relationship, brotherly/sisterly unity, fellow-

feeling, altruism, and community.249 In addition, koinonia is a deep and passionate 

connection between individuals, God, and creation that strives for greatness, allows for 
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the utmost intimacy, and promotes the mingling and “promise of harmony and 

beauty.”250 It is through such fellowship, one will truly be in right relationship.251 To be 

in such a relationship is the way in which the ultimate love of God can be experienced 

and known by all of creation and all of humanity throughout the world.  For fellowship 

is not the starting point of ministry, but the point of ministry.252      

Humans and the needs of humanity should always be the root of any act of a 

local church. Still, this is not a norm. At a previous appointment, I was struck by the 

church’s persistent quest to launch a youth and children ministry. It quickly became a 

regular agenda item at board and committee meetings advocated by several key lay 

leaders. It was their hope and mission to establish a thriving ministry for youth and 

children at the church. While youth and children ministries are typically welcomed and 

needed ministries in local churches, such a ministry was not one that this local church 

offered to its congregation and community. The reason for a lack of youth and children 

focused ministries was primarily due to the fact that the average age of attendees in the 

church was 72 years old. This was not a young congregation. In fact, there were only 

three families that had young children that occasionally participated in services. 

Moreover, the surrounding community was a not a young community. The church’s 
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neighbors were vagabonds and retirees. This was not a church nor a community filled 

with children. Still, meeting after meeting, the church leaders discussed, dreamed, and 

planned various strategies and tasks that would need to be accomplished to launch the 

desired children and youth ministries.  

Following a few months of discussion and the occasional debate, I challenged 

people to ask whether the children and youth ministry was the right ministry for the 

church. The advocates for this new ministry quickly went on the defense and pleaded 

their case on why the ministry was not only the right ministry, but a much-needed 

ministry. Again, I challenged if this ministry was the right ministry for the church or 

simply the leadership’s desired ministry for the church. We all agreed the church 

needed to do something new and innovative. A need for something bold, fresh, and 

creative was not up for debate. However, the starting point for the innovative ministry 

was skewed. We had started with a few selected individuals’ desires for the church and 

not a human-based need of the majority of the congregation and community. As a result, 

we needed to reflect and realign.  

Sadly, the church did not realign nor start with proper empathy and launched 

the children and youth ministry. Consequently, it failed. At this point, the church had an 

ample opportunity to lean into the failure and transform it into a pivotal beneficial 

learning experience. However, in response to the failure, the leadership struggled to 

adapt, learn, and grow. They continued to miss the mark, stew in their unwillingness to 



 

109 

learn, and maintain their selfish blinders to the true needs of the church and its 

neighbors. Bad failure partnered with a lack of empathy became a toxicity the church 

could not shake and continues to send it further and further down its path to 

insignificance and obscurity today.   

For this local church and many others, the lesson was in the misaligned starting 

point. The starting point should have been the people the church was serving and their 

needs. The starting point did not need to be the leadership’s desires for the church, but 

the congregation’s needs, the surrounding community’s problems, and the human 

beings the church was called to love, fellowship with, and serve daily. As Wesley 

empathized with Miss March on her apprehensions to become personally engaged with 

the poor,  

Visit the poor, the widow, the sick, the fatherless in their affliction; and this, 

although they should have nothing to recommend them but that they are 

brought with the blood of Christ. It is true that this is not pleasing to flesh and 

blood. There are a thousand circumstances usually attending it which shock the 

delicacy of our nature, or rather of our education. But yet the blessing which 

follows this labour of love will more than balance the cross.253  

 

Wesley’s message to Miss March continues to serve as a challenge for individuals today. 

Others are the center of ministerial acts and we must connect and engage with others 

out of a place of empathy and care. If the church started with the human-centered 

approach or even heeded the words of Wesley to Miss March, the innovative efforts 
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would have produced greater fruit, gained ample support and endorsement from the lay 

leaders, and worked to partner with God in God’s active ministry.  

Practicing empathy is to embrace God’s call to be a blessing to others – an 

organic and natural outpouring of fellowship and love with humankind. Empathy 

allows one to practice servanthood and act out of complete selflessness. Furthermore, it 

allows one to do something that is not required or expected for the betterment of the 

other instead of one’s self, not for any self-glorification, honor, or self-gain, but 

completely other focused. Moreover, as John Howard Yoder notes, it is the message of 

being for the sake of others. It is meeting one’s vital needs because we are servants.254 

Thus, empathy allows one to truly serve and “function in the interest of the larger 

public.”255  

Just as in Design Thinking, empathy and the human are the roots of effective 

problem solving and innovation. The objective is not only to understand the customer, 

but to understand the needs, desires, and overall user experience. As Kelley and Kelley 

explain,   

What do we mean by empathy in terms of creativity and innovation? For us, it’s 

the ability to see an experience through another person’s eyes, to recognize why 

people do what they do. It’s when you go into the field and watch people 

interact with products and services in real time – what we sometimes refer to as 

“design research.” Gaining empathy can take some time and resourcefulness. But 

there is nothing like observing the person you’re creating something for to spark 

 

254 Yoder, 328-330. 
255 A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 230-231. 



 

111 

new insights. And when you specifically set out to empathize with your end 

user, you get your own ego out of the way. We’ve found that figuring out what 

other people actually need is what leads to the most significant innovations. In 

other words, empathy is the gateway to better and sometimes surprising insights 

that can help distinguish your idea or approach.256 

 

Through such high levels of empathy, one gains an elevated perspective and 

understanding that enhances the process of innovation and the creative results. The 

innovators desire and even stereotypes are cast aside. All that matters is the human 

tethered to the problem one is seeking to solve.257 For the local church, starting with 

empathy points one to fellowship, servanthood, connectivity, and creative ministries 

that strengthen one’s relationship with God and others.   

4.2.3 Foster Creative Confidence and Innovate  

As a result of empathizing and embracing failure, one is free to create. Local 

churches must embed in its core a spirit of innovation and foster what Kelley and Kelley 

call “creative confidence.”258 As one of the most valuable resources, creative energy aids 

one to identify solutions to human-based problems and needs. Furthermore, “creative 

confidence is a way of experiencing the world that generates new approaches and 

solutions.”259 It is the response to empathy and call empowered by one’s embrace of 

failure and assurance of God’s grace. Thus, the local church must awaken its creative 

confidence to generate new approaches to ministry and make a greater impact on the 
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world amid constant rapid changes and variety of physical, spiritual, and emotional 

human-based needs.  

  Awakening one’s creativity and innovative spirit can be a challenge for some. 

“One prerequisite for achieving creative confidence is the belief that your innovation 

skills and capabilities are not set in stone.”260 That is, one’s creative ability begins with 

embracing a posture of openness. One has to let go of the notion that creativity is 

reserved for an artistically inclined individual and reserved for only a few gifted 

individuals. “You have to believe that learning and growth are possible” and embrace a 

growth mindset.261 

 Carol Dweck, professor of social psychology at Stanford University, is one of the 

leading experts on what enables one to be more or less adept to learn from setbacks and 

failure. After several decades of research, Dweck identified that individuals were 

inclined to lean towards one of two ways of thinking about learning and failure – fixed 

mindset or growth mindset. Individuals with a fixed mindset were convinced that 

abilities and intelligence were concretely set, that one had an intrinsic set of talents, and 

an urgency to repeatedly prove one’s abilities and skills. Failure and disruptions were 

perceived as threatening to one’s worth and identity. As a result, every situation was 

closely evaluated to ensure identity and worth were upheld to the highest standard. 
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Naturally, those of a fixed mindset are individuals overly concerned with validation 

through grades, credentials, and acknowledgements. Thus, a fixed mindset and its belief 

that one is born with a certain amount of intelligence and talent refuses to push 

boundaries as it will only increase the possibility of revealing limitations to others.262   

Dweck found in her extensive research that regardless of naturally inclined talent 

and intellect, one has the ability to expand one’s capabilities through experience and 

determination. Furthermore, “those favoring a growth mind-set believe that intelligence 

and abilities can be grown through effort, and tend to view failures or setbacks as 

opportunities for growth.”263 Those with a growth mindset seek moments that challenge, 

stretch, and develop one’s self. As Dweck notes, individuals with a growth mindset 

“believe  that a person’s true potential is unknown (and unknowable); that it’s 

impossible to foresee what can be accomplished with years of passion, toil, and 

training.”264 Life is a journey and one can experience a multitude of success through 

dedication and effort. Ultimately, those with a growth mindset seek to learn and 

embrace challenges on their journey towards mastery. Learning from criticism and 

lessons and finding inspiration in another’s success, one reaches greater levels of 
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achievement and adventures. Ultimately, there are no hard limitations, only 

opportunities and possibilities.265          

By establishing a posture of openness and growth, one fosters creative 

confidence and awakens the ability to innovate. “When you open your mind to the 

possibility that your capabilities are unlimited and unknown, you already have your 

running shoes on and are ready to race forward.”266 More importantly, it awakens one to 

the opportunities to join God in God’s ministry throughout the world. Thus, the local 

church and its leaders must seek to embrace a growth mindset as they seek to take the 

plunge and push forward in ministry with God. 

Unfortunately, the fixed mindset constantly overrides a growth mentality in local 

church ministries. A fixed mindset takes over and makes excuses for the ministry that 

could never get off the ground or the ministry that failed to meet the objectives it 

original sought to achieve. Someone or some key element must have brought the 

ministry to a halt and standstill. If the fixed mindset goes far enough, one may even 

blame the lack of God’s presence for the demise. Rather than reflecting, making 

adjustments, and seeking ways to improve, one becomes distracted and irrational. Like 

John McEnroe, when he would start losing a tennis match, everyone in sight would be 

blamed for the setbacks including people in the stands. Unwilling and unable to adjust 
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the game strategy, McEnroe would allow anger to consume him and distract for the 

game threatening his skill and performance. As such, a local church can become a 

McEnroe and allow the world to become distorted blaming everything for the 

ministerial failure and setback rather than seeing the moment as a pivotal opportunity to 

grow and innovate.267     

The challenge for the local church is to avoid gravitating to the items that 

confirm one’s abilities and seek items that expand one’s abilities to reach higher levels of 

achievement. Utilizing the inner workings of the human brain as an example, Dweck 

illustrates how a shift in mindset creates new capabilities.  

When you learn new things, these tiny connections in the brain actually multiply 

and get stronger. The more that you challenge your mind to learn, the more your 

brain cells grow. Then, things that you once found very hard or even impossible 

– like speaking a foreign language or doing algebra – seem to become easy. The 

result is a stronger, smarter brain.268  

 

A refinement occurs that strengthens and evolves one to be little bit better than before. 

By focusing on doing instead of planning, learning instead of failure aversion, and 

experimentation instead of establishing confinement and boundaries, the growth 

mindset muscles are exercised and free to generate creativity.269 As a result, with creative 

confidence and a growth mindset embedded in a local church’s core and as cultural 
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norms, one is on a path to proactively guide a local church on its quest to make a 

difference in the world by loving God and loving one’s neighbor.  

Creative confidence calls one to make conscious and creative choices for the 

betterment of others. “When they look around the world, they see opportunities to do 

things better and have a desire to change them.”270 Every profound movement, 

groundbreaking invention, or phenomenal service began with someone and their 

decision to create.  Why can’t the local church reflect the same creative and growth-

focused energy? By unleashing creative confidence, one is empowered to see the variety 

of ways the world can be improved and act on those opportunities. For local churches, 

one embraces a posture of openness that allows for the church to join God in God’s 

ministry without fear of limitations, inabilities, or even lack of credentials. Instead, the 

local church is empowered to attempt something creatively bold and exert remarkable 

inspiration in partnership with God.  

And we know that as you gain creative confidence going forward, you will have 

the chance to make your own dent in the universe. Start with a growth mindset, 

the deep-seated belief that your true potential is still unknown. That you are not 

limited to only what you have been able to do before.271 

 

The local church is a powerful vehicle for the kingdom of God and only needs to be 

confident in its ability to do more.       
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4.2.4 Take Risks 

 Starting in a little red wagon and a young boy’s summer entrepreneurial 

pursuits, Joel Clark took his mother’s homemade pancake mix packaged in paper lunch 

bags with the recipe handwritten on the outside and hit the streets. With his homemade 

inventory piled high in his little wagon, Clark sold his unique mix to his neighbors in 

Salt Lake City. Today, this small venture with a beloved family recipe is Kodiak, the top 

selling pancake mix at Target and brand that brought in over $100 million in revenue in 

2018 and approaching $200 million in annual revenue today. The journey from Clark’s 

wagon to Target was a long one with numerous setbacks, rejections, and pivotal failures. 

“As he tried to scale the business, Joel made some risky business decisions and almost 

went bankrupt, but eventually got the brand into Target – a major turning point.”272 

Ultimately, due to Clark’s tenacious spirit, hard work, and willingness to take risks, he 

launched Kodiak – a top-selling pancake mix brand that continues to beat out its 

competition, Aunt Jemima and Bisquick.273     

 Believing Kodiak had a future and could generate value for its customer, Clark 

took the plunge and quit his job to make Kodiak his primary focus. Only making 

$150,000 in revenue that year, Kodiak was not a quick success. In fact, Clark gave 

countless hours to the company and borrowed funds from a variety of individuals in his 
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circle in an attempt to keep his dream alive. The biggest setback came in 2009 when 

Clark unintentionally oversold a promotion and cost Kodiak $50,000. Fortunately 

Clark’s father assisted Clark in restoring the financial health of Kodiak through a 

personal loan. A variety of setbacks and failures dotted Clark’s journey to make Kodiak 

a success. The biggest turning point was with a risk in scoring an order with Target for 

nationwide distribution. Clark, again leaning on his father for a personal loan, took a 

risk on a potential watershed moment to lead to the company’s success. Fortunately, this 

groundbreaking moment was a turning point for the company.274  

 From this pivotal moment, Clark continued to lead Kodiak taking risks and 

innovating in order to grow his business. Whether Clark is launching a new product 

geared to unique customer dietary needs or appearing on Shark Tank, Clark continues 

to bet on Kodiak and push it to be a leader in its industry. There were moments that 

Clark admits Kodiak struggled to stay afloat, but he never stopped betting on himself. 

He believed in his mission, never budged on Kodiak’s value, and pivoted with every 

failure so that success would eventually follow. Now it appears Kodiak has found its 

rhythm and will continue to grow beyond Clark’s humble beginnings with a red wagon 

and his mom’s pancake recipe.275   
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  For Kodiak taking risks aided in its growth and success; however, one may 

wonder how taking risks aids local churches in its growth and success. Just like with 

failure there is good risk and bad risk. By embedding good risk-taking behavior in a 

local church’s culture, one establishes a stronger operating model that aids in embracing 

failure and sparking innovation that makes profound differences. For the local church 

bad risk-taking behavior lacks empathy, ignores red flags, seeks selfish intents and quick 

gains, and disregards opportunities to reorient and chart of new path. On the other 

hand, good risk-taking behavior practices empathy, weighs the risk, strives to be selfless,  

embraces a growth mindset and evolutionary learning, and seeks to make the better 

decision even with limited information.276 Moreover, good risk enables one to utilize 

“creative methods to identify possibilities and build up to great outcomes.”277 Good risks 

pushes one to action that helps with discovery, experimentation, and implementation of 

ideas that are not only creative and noteworthy, but achievable and good use of limited 

resources. Taking good risks unlocks the innovation and pushes one’s creative 

confidence further.278   

 Little league baseball is a true depiction of good risk-taking in action. As my son 

stepped up to the plate, he had two choices, he could swing the bat or not. His choices at 

the plate were simple. What is the risk for each? If he swings, he could fail or he could 
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succeed. If he chose to not swing, he was most likely going to quickly return to the 

dugout and not aid his team in scoring a run or two in the inning. He must swing the bat 

to attempt securing a run and points for his team. If he merely waits for the perfect pitch 

and refuses to swing the bat until all is in the proper place, his bat will unlikely move. 

But if he swings the bat, even without all of the stats and security of a guaranteed base 

hit, he increases his odds of having success and making positive progress for his team. 

So why not swing the bat? And that is what my son and his teammates did each and 

every game.  They stepped up to the plate and they moved their bats hoping to make 

contact and help the team succeed. Were the pitches perfect? No. Was the batting 

perfect? No. But with each hit, the players grew in their skillset, learned more about 

batting, built up team morale, and creeped along towards personal and team success.  

 Like little leaguers, local churches must step up to the plate and swing the bat. 

The perfect pitch will not always be present, but one must have peace with not knowing 

all of the facts. As Annie Duke notes, 

We are discouraged from saying “I don’t know” or “I’m not sure.” We regard 

those expressions as vague, unhelpful, and even evasive. But getting comfortable 

with “I’m not sure” is a vital step to being a better decision-maker. We have to 

make peace with not knowing.279   

 

By finding peace in the unknown, one takes a crucial step towards enlightenment and 

awakening. One can never predict how every detail of an event will unfold. Thus, by 
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embracing a level of uncertainty one accepts the working of the world and avoids 

narrowed and fixed thinking.280    

 Embracing a good risk also cultivates an environment that allows for playfulness 

and experimentation. Individuals are freed to quiet the questioning and judgmental 

internal voices, muster one’s creative juices, and try out new ideas. “A playful, 

lighthearted, and humorous environment is especially helpful when ideas are 

incubating and newly hatched”281 as this is the phase when vulnerable creations can be 

crushed and ideas extinguished. However, when the environment allows for good risk 

and experimentation, ideas can work toward healthy perfection even in the face of not 

having all of the answers.282 

 Additionally, embedding good risk-taking in the local church culture prompts a 

constant mode of discovering, growing, and evolutionary learning.283 Just as failure is an 

excellent teacher, risk-taking teaches through experience as the outcome of risks unfold. 

As Duke notes,  

We have the opportunity to learn from the way the future unfolds to improve 

our beliefs and decisions going forward. The more evidence we get from 

experience, the less uncertainty we have about beliefs and choices. Actively using 

outcomes to examine our beliefs and bets closes the feedback loop, reducing 

uncertainty. This is the heavy lifting of how we learn.284    
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It is as one is taking risks and experimenting, one is provided the opportunity to 

constantly and consistently make alterations, adjustments, and improvements on the 

path towards one’s goal. Additionally, each learning opportunity continues to add to the 

experience of the decision maker shaping them into an improved decision maker with 

every swing of the bat.285  

 Fear of the outcome of risks and possible failure are common. Individuals want 

to make the “right” decision and ensure the “right” outcome. Even in local churches, one 

seeks to ensure the decision aligns with theology, scripture, and God’s will. However, 

one cannot let the unknown and fear of a “bad” outcome hinder one from action and 

innovation. As my son’s little league team reminds us, one must make the attempt and 

swing the bat. The perfect pitch may never come, but the bat can still make contact with 

the ball and produce beneficial results for the individual and team. Local churches must 

take this lesson and making effective decisions towards innovation.  

When Jesus was calling his disciples to join him in ministry, each made a 

profound decision and took a life changing risk. Did they have all of the information? 

Were they fearful of the unknown? Were they ready to attempt a new and radical way of 

worshipping and connecting to God? The answers to these questions cannot be fully 

answered; however, the decision to completely alter one’s life and follow Jesus was a 

risk the disciples took. They acted and trusted that they were joining a profound 
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movement that would make an impact on the world. May local churches also act and 

trust that they are part of a profound world changing movement as agents of the Gospel 

joining God in God’s ministry.   

4.2.5 Nurture an Inquisitive Spirit   

No one single person can have all of the data or information. Especially in 

today’s rapidly changing world, being a subject matter expert is a great feat. Effective 

leaders are not even expected to have all of the answers. Thus, many of the great leaders 

are masterful at asking questions that aid in uncovering answers and solutions. It is with 

this inquisitive spirit that one grows, explores, shapes decision-making, and pushes 

towards creativity and innovation.286  

 The benefits of an inquisitive spirit are numerous. First, asking questions aids in 

highlighting understanding and communicating values. Additionally, they aid in 

driving to the root of an issue. By quieting the noise and asking a variety of questions 

critical information is revealed that aid in driving one towards the correct information 

and positive change. Furthermore, an inquisitive spirit aids in fostering collaboration 

and fostering accountability. All in all, questions and an inquisitive spirit unleashes 

potential and paves the way for positive future endeavors.287  
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 As local churches nurture their inquisitive spirit, they would do well to embrace 

a variety of questions, especially questions that begin with “why?.” Asking “why” 

allows one to understand the reason behind decisions, the root cause of problems, and 

the starting point to activities. “Why” identifies motive, provides context, and lays a 

foundation for additional questions that point to planning and execution. “Why” 

reminds a local church of its mission, vision, and core values as it seeks to do ministry 

that aligns with its operating principles and strategic intents. “Why” helps frame 

decisions and help ensure effective innovation, generates positive change, and 

adaptations to ministerial needs of individuals and communities. Just like empathy aids 

in ensuring innovations begin at a human-centered starting point, being inquisitive aids 

in ensuring innovations are framed with the correct context and paradigm. Asking why 

opens up doors to possibilities and opportunities not previously considered. Asking 

why allows one to see situations and problems anew. Ultimately, being inquisitive 

allows a local church to push beyond the status quo, explore new possibilities, more 

adequately meet the needs of others, join God in God’s ministry, and be true agents of 

change in the world.288      

4.3 Summary 

Since the success of Netflix, a variety of articles have speculated where 

Blockbuster would be today if Antioco had entertained Hastings’ offer to purchase 
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Netflix and made a different decision. The recognizable red and black branding of 

Netflix with its signature chime that welcomes each user at login could have easily been 

the blue and yellow labeling and VHS case clicking that once defined the American 

video viewing experience. However, the story of Blockbuster is now just that, a story of 

a past business model replaced with the prominent video platform that not only 

replaced the video rental experience with streaming services but continues to innovate 

and create in its industry.289  

As Hastings recounts this milestone for Netflix and failed negotiation with 

Blockbuster, he too questions the unfolding of Blockbuster’s demise and surprising lapse 

into obscurity. How did an entertainment giant with billions to its name, a company that 

“held all the aces”290 cease to exist in an industry it defined and led? After decades of 

reflection, Hastings can attribute the unfolding of Netflix’s success and Blockbuster’s 

end to reinvented culture.  

I am often asked, “How did this happen? Why could Netflix repeatedly adapt 

but Blockbuster could not?” That day we went to Dallas, Blockbuster held all the 

aces. They had the brand, the power, the resources, and the vision. Blockbuster 

had us beat hands down.  

 

It was not obvious at the time, even to me, but we had one thing that Blockbuster 

did not: a culture that valued people over process, emphasized innovation over 

efficiency, and had very few controls. Our  culture, which focused on achieving 

top performance with talent density and leading employees with context, not 

 

289 Chong.  
290 Kai Ryssdal, CEO Reed Hastings on how Netflix beat Blockbuster, Marketplace, September 8, 2020, recorded 

interview, 7:05, https://www.marketplace.org/2020/09/08/netflix-ceo-reed-hastings-on-culture-competition-

and-what-keeps-him-up-at-night/. 
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control, has allowed us to continually grow and change as the world, and our 

members’ needs, have likewise morphed around us.291 

 

Hastings gives the Netflix culture the victory in this fascinating narrative. Maybe Netflix 

learned through Blockbuster’s failure? Maybe Netflix has mastered the art of adapting in 

the midst of a rapidly changing world? Maybe Hastings learned from Antioco’s risk 

aversion and contentment? Maybe Netflix did reinvent the operating model and 

constantly seeks to embrace failure sparked innovation? Regardless of the reasons 

behind Netflix’s success and continuous drive to innovate, it is clear Netflix is set on 

growing, creating, meeting the needs and desires of its customers, and establishing a 

future that lasts longer than a decade. What began as a solution to a problematic $40 late 

fee charge, now continues to “fail forward” and generate in such a way that establishes 

Netflix as a fixture many cannot imagine living without.292   

Like Blockbuster in the 1990s and similar firms today, local churches are faced 

with the challenge of how to respond to the ever-changing world, secure its future, and 

remain significant to those it serves. “Perhaps not since the apostolic age has the 

Christian church confronted such powerful social, political, and cultural currents as 

those swirling around it in the twenty-first century.”293 From enhanced digital 

experiences to evolving eclectic pluralism, the world is and will continue to change 

 

291 Reed Hastings and Erin Meye. No Rules Rules: Netflix and the Culture of Reinvention. (New York: Penguin 

Press, 2020), Kindle.  
292 Ryssdal.  
293 Carder and Warner, xiii. 
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frequently. How a local church responds to the constant change will determine if the 

local church continues its slow decline or embraces fresh and innovative ways to engage 

individuals and the world. As strongly noted throughout this thesis, change in local 

churches is necessary in order to ensure growth, vitality, strengthening of mission, 

reinforcement of core values, and in response to various constraints and disruptions the 

world dishes out. More personally, I urge local churches to attempt something bold and 

creative in order to connect with the Ned’s of the world.  

Many North Americans share a similar story with Ned. The spiritual buffet of the 

North American culture has been coating the palates of hungry individuals for years. 

However, local churches have the great task and opportunity to aid God in God’s work 

of drawing people to the bread of life to never hunger once more. Again, this is not 

merely for the sake of the church, but the duty of the church and its disciples to aid in 

bringing people closer to God and in a relationship with Jesus Christ through the power 

of the Holy Spirit. As the church of North America continues its dialogue and 

interaction with eclectic pluralists, may the church bravely embark on creating a much-

needed cultural paradigm shift. Hence, the task at hand is to transform the local church 

operating system and establish a culture that allows for people to attempt something 

profoundly bold.294  

 

294 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the 21st-Century 

Church (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 2003), 223. 
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Local churches are not alone in this new journey or era. Each stand on the 

shoulders of many great leaders, theologians, philosophers, academics, and followers of 

Christ such as John Wesley. Innovators have championed creative expressions of 

ministry throughout Church history for centuries.  

The history of God’s people is marked by innovators and pioneers in all sectors 

of society. It’s in our lifeblood. In fact, the last two thousand years paints an 

astonishing picture of followers of Jesus innovating in social movements, art, 

technology, architecture, biological sciences, church life, psychological 

development, movement multiplication (and that’s barely scratching the 

surface). And yet today, rather than being on the forefront of innovation, both 

within and outside of church life, Western Christianity seems stuck.295  

 

Thus, local churches must dust off the cobwebs and awaken the innovative spirit. 

Regardless of the constraints and challenges presented by the rapidly changing world, 

the call to boldly innovate now is clear. May the momentum and creative energy of the 

local church be rekindled as it seeks to partner with God and Jesus Christ through the 

power of the Holy Spirit in ministry throughout the world. May local churches ignite 

their imagination, persistence, creativity, empathy, and willingness to adapt. May local 

churches embrace failure-sparked innovation in hopes of a better tomorrow.296  

Conclusion 

The world will continue to throw curve balls and beg local churches to morph or 

dare them to fade away. The reality is the rapid pace of the world will not slow down, 

 

295 Paul, xxvii.  
296 Ibid.  
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but only continue to increase and challenge local churches. Thus, the local church must 

rise to the challenge and seek to ensure it remains significant, vital, and profound for 

individuals and communities not just for its health and continuation, but for the sake of 

the Gospel.  

As the life and ministry of John Wesley displays, even prominent figures of 

Church history can have a story sprinkled with missing the mark and getting ministry 

attempts flat wrong. Still, his ministerial legacy and the Methodist movement provide 

one with hope that even in the midst of uncertain times, obstacles, constraints, and 

adversity, one can push forward towards success, growth, and innovation. Wesley’s 

failures with Oxford Methodism, ministry in Georgia, and pulpit preaching were not 

successful highlights. However, each served as moments that pushed Wesley to learn, 

empathize, experiment, create, and breathe new life into his ministry enabling him to 

envision class meetings, serve through the Foundry, and establishing his parish in the 

fields. More importantly, each failure and innovation pushed Wesley to act and join God 

in God’s ministry throughout the world. Each moment challenged Wesley to reflect, 

adapt, and do something profound and bold that made a greater different in the lives of 

others and ensuring a far greater impact throughout the world. Failure was instrumental 

too in Wesley’s story; however, it is not the only item that allowed the Methodist 

movement to blossom into the vehicle of the gospel. It was with God and in relationship 

with Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit that Wesley’s failures 
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transformed into powerful ministerial innovations that transformed lives and 

established a long-standing Methodist movement throughout the world.  

May local churches learn from the example of John Wesley and his ministerial 

life dotted with failure and the innovation spirals. May local churches reinvent their 

operating system to empower and unleash their creative and tenacious spirits to be a 

vibrant instrument of God throughout the world. Moreover, may local churches boldly 

be the Church.   

As the future for many local churches remains unknown or complicated, one 

must have confidence that God is with us. It is in this confidence that local churches are 

able to step out in blind faith, take risks, and to even to fail - all in an effort to join with 

God in the work that God is actively doing each and every day. Ultimately, local 

churches must abandon their fear of failure and seek to innovate and create boldly in 

partnership with God in God’s ministry throughout the world.  
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