Four Premises Shaping

A Theology of Institutions

DAVID SPECHT

If humankind is called to affect history and the reshaping of the world, then men and women
in business, political, social, health, educational and physical planning institutions must see
themselves under the mandate of calling; a calling to corporate responsibility. This means
that every institution is confronted with the pressing question, ‘T'o what end?” To what pur-
pose do we produce chemicals, educate children, build highways, elect officials, administer
medicine, and provide social services?

Jitsuo Morikawa

If you wish for God, hold fast to the world!"
Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Two Questions

How might we theologically nnderstand the nature and purpose of organizations? And what might the practical impli-
cations of a theological understanding of organizations be for those responsible for leading these institutions on a day-
to-day basis? These very questions about the relationship of faith and organizational life speak to (and

grow out of) a hunger expressed by a growing number of men and women who serve in roles of
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organizational leadership or trusteeship. Their yearning is for an experience of deeper alignment be-
tween their religious and ethical convictions and what their workplace organizations demand of
them. As the COO of one organization put it, “I’d like my wife and kids to feel proud of the things
I do and decisions I make at work. Most of the time, I think they would be, but I fear there are
other times when this would be a stretch.”

This essay proposes four ideas — theological premises — which have emerged from a ten-year
effort to develop a practical and applied theology of institutions™ — the fruit of standing under these
questions and their relentless invitation to commingle our sacred ideals with the complex and highly
pressurized worlds of our organizations.”

Our approach to developing a theology of institutions has been informed by a simple con-
viction and a difficult problem. Our conviction was that any genuinely useful theological perspective
on organizations would necessarily emerge from the collaborative engagement between those whose
center of gravity is primarily within the religious tradition (in our tradition, mostly seminary faculty
and church leaders) and those who spend the great majority of their time preoccupied with the life
and performance of the organizations where they work. We believe that an adequate theology of
institutions can emerge only from an exploration which engages both of these worlds — the theo-
logical tradition and the world of organizations - with genuine care and respect.

The difficult problem was to pull this off. Too often, in engaging the world of secular institu-
tions, the church in North America either blandly and uncritically affirms organizations and their
leadership or, on the other hand, errs in the opposite direction by regarding institutions with an in-
discriminately critical and unforgiving eye. These unfortunate alternatives reflect a broader societal
tendency noted by John Gardner when he wrote about institutions being trapped between those
persons (often on the inside) who are complacent and unwilling to see the institution change, and
those prophets (usually on the outside) who insist that the institution must change or else they will
tear it down. Gardner described this as the battle between "the uncritical lovers" and the "unloving
critics" suggesting that "love without criticism brings stagnation, but criticism without love brings
destruction."”

We were convinced, then, that in order to develop a theology of institutions capable of under-
girding commitment of people of faith to hold institutions in trust, it must emerge from a conversa-
tion in which organizational leaders experience their complex worlds and the consequential deci-
sions they face in these settings being held in trust through a dialogue marked bo#h by respect and

rigorous engagement.
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We were also clear that an essential test of the adequacy of any theology of institutions which
emerged from this engagement would be #he extent to which it offered a basis for the development and support
of "loving critics"" capable of holding institutions in trust. The work of holding an institution in trust demands
that one brings a larger sense of one’s role and purpose in the world and, similarly, a larger vision for
the role and purpose of their institution in the greater scheme of things. A theology of institutions
must help us to make this essential connection between that which is of pressing and immediate

concern and what, on the other hand, is of ultimate importance.

Four Theological Premises for Holding Organizations In Trust

As part of our effort to contribute to the development of such a theology, we have identified four
theological premises or affirmations which shape the way we regard organizations and consequently
how we engage them. While some of these affirmations existed in the form of “theological hypothe-
ses” at the outset of our work, they also emerged from our effort to see and think theologically while
standing in the midst of organizational life with all of the complex dilemmas that face God’s people
in these settings. These affirmations form the basis of a practical theology of institutions, constituting a

theology capable of informing our practice.

Premise #1: Institutions are part of God’s order. Walter Wink, a biblical scholar
whose writings on the powers and principalities have powerfully shaped our theological understanding
of institutions, writes: ““These Powers are the necessary social structures of human life, and it is not a
matter of indifference to God that they exist. God made them. For this reason ... the account of
creation in Genesis does not end in chapter 2, with the creation of the world, but in chapter 10, with
the creation of the nations ... The meaning is clear,” he concludes. “Humanity is not possible apart
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from its social institutions.

Premise #2: God loves institutions. As patrt of God’s wotld, institutions are the ob-
ject of God’s love. It is not enough, however, to say that God loves institutions in an abstract or
general sense. Our tradition understands God’s love to be not only a universal attribute of the Di-
vine, but also the essence of God’s intimate concern for each of us individually. Believing that God’s
love is both universal and particular, we are compelled to declare not only that God loves institu-

tions in general, but also that God loves each institution in all of its messy particularity.
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From our perspective, the implications of this assertion are stunning! They begin to become
apparent when you try out the premise by completing the statement, “God loves ” with
the name of particular institutions. God loves Landry’s Bicycles. God loves Reell Precision Manufac-
turing, and God loves the University of St. Thomas.

So far, so good. What goes on for you, however, when you attempt to similarly affirm other,
perhaps less likely, institutions? God loves Enron, WorldCom, or Tyco? If you are anything like us,
this latter assertion may leave you a little edgy. Nevertheless, we believe it is true, and that rooting
ourselves in this conviction offers an important basis for the kind of compassionate regard for or-
ganizations that is capable of enabling us to serve as critical lovers who hold these institutions in
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trust.

Premise #3: Institutions are living systems. The affirmation that institutions are
living systems links two important assertions, both fundamental to seeing institutions whole. The
tirst is that zustitutions are alive. To say this is to recognize that the “being-ness” of institutions is com-
prised not only of its more tangible outward and physicality (e.g. its facilities, people, formal organ-
izational and information systems, technology and equipment). Along with this a perhaps less-
tangible interiority or animating spirit whose energy is reflected through a combination of historical
memory, shared convictions and dreams, proud successes and bitter disappointments. This animat-
ing spirit (spoken of by others as an organization’s DNA or culture) is enduring, a red thread perse-
vering through the institution’s storyline over time, and must be well understood by those who
would seek to hold the organization in trust.

The other assertion of this premise is that institutions are systems. As such they are wholly in-
terdependent with the entire evolving world around them, both mpacting and impacted by everything
that takes place throughout the constantly emerging reality of the existing order. A fundamental re-
flective discipline of healthy organizations is maintaining a consistent awareness of these twin di-
mensions of the institution’s utter interdependence with the world around it: both its fundamental
dependence upon that world along with the inevitable intended and unintended consequences of its
decisions and actions upon that same world.

The recognition of institutions as systems also has significant implications for the way we
understand the internal life of organizations-as a whole comprised of a constant and dynamic inter-
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dependence of countless elements exercising conspicuous or invisible influence on one another.
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The three-fold model organizational life developed by Seeing Things Whole and presented later in
this essay is a theological recognition of the systemic nature of organizations.

It is around this awareness of organizations as systems (and as existing within systems) that
we find particularly relevant both Robert Greenleaf’s reminder that the root meaning of the word
religion (re /igio) is to re-bind, and his recognition of the importance of seeing things whole as the

basis for this.

Premise #4: Institutions are gifted and called, they are fallen, and they
are capable of being redeemed. Here we have three important theological assertions about
the nature of organizations embedded in a single statement. While each is essential in its own right,
they are presented here together for an important reason.

Institutions are gifted and called: As expressions of God’s dynamic and unfolding order, institutions
are here for a reason. They are intended to be instruments of God’s healing and reconciling pur-
poses, and are both gifted and called to serve the common good in particular ways. They exist for
good purposes, are capable of good things, and good things are expected of them.

Institutions are fallen: As members of God’s order, institutions are prone to inflating and protect-
ing themselves, to forgetting their membership in the larger community of God’s creation, and to
acting in ways that neglect or harm the common good. In this sense, they are much like each of us,
capable both of great good and immeasurable harm.

Institutions are capable of being redeemed. Unlike the first two dimensions of this assertion which to
many may appear self-evident, this third is clearly a statement of faith. No matter how apparently
fallen or broken, institutions are capable of reawakening to their own best possibilities. Part of hold-
ing an organization in trust is calling it back toward a recommitment to this potential. This is par-
ticularly difficult when the institution’s sensibilities have become anesthetized by the gratification of
their self interests, paralyzed by fear or anger, or burdened by the shame of past failures. Fundamen-
tal to holding an organization in trust around its brokenness is the recognition that all three of these
realities—that the institution is gifted and called, that it is fallen, and that it is capable of being re-
awakened to its best possibilities—all three of these exist in every institution. Moreover, they exist
not as mutually exclusive truths, but rather they coexist sizultaneously as possibilities within the life of

each institution, each present in some measure at any given moment in the organization’s life.™

These four premises form the basis a practical theology of institutions that
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e recognizes the place of organizations in God’s larger order and purposes,

e cxpects them to contribute to the greater good of the world around them,
and

e recognizes that they, like us, are wholly God’s both when they fulfill their

best possibilities and when they fail to do so.
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