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Course Description 
At the heart of the practice of missional leadership is the capacity for a leader to create environments 
for congregations to discern their participation in the mission of God.  This involves discerning the 
congregation’s own identity, purpose, and gifts within the broader landscape of God’s work and 
purposes in the world; discerning the presence and activity of God within the ongoing life of the 
congregation and God’s unfolding formation of the congregation; discerning the presence and activity of 
God in the world; and finally, discerning how the congregation should respond in its active life to the 
leading of God. In this course students will explore some theological, Biblical, and historical 
understandings of discernment; learn habits and practices that can shape a congregation’s faithful 
discernment; and explore skills necessary for leading communal discernment. 
 
Student Learning Outcomes: 
By the end of this course, students who participate interestedly and actively, complete all the readings, 
and finish the assignment will: 

• Describe an understanding of biblical, historical, and theological issues related to discernment 
and be able to relate this understanding to the work of practicing discernment in a 
congregational setting; 

• Articulate the qualities that make for a “discerning space” and how to create that space in a 
congregation; 

• Be able adapt their learning about discernment in order to outline a process of discernment that 
is appropriate to a congregational setting. 

 
FORMAT All courses offered in VST 2020 Summer School will only be available through distance 
learning, using Zoom for class sessions and Canvas, VST’s online course platform, for course resources. 
All classes will be recorded on Zoom for password protected viewing by class participants only. 
 

Zoom software requires minimum computer system requirements such as an internet 
connection – broadband wired or wireless, a camera and a microphone. For details please refer 
to https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/201362023-System-Requirements-for-PC-Mac-
and-Linux. Students unfamiliar with Zoom will be provided basic support by VST. For reference 
see https://vst.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Zoom-Manual-for-Students.pdf. Students will 
also be provided with basic support for accessing Canvas.  

 
Work in the course consists of daily 3-hour Zoom classes that may include lectures and various in-class 
online discussions and small group exercises that will be accomplished through Zoom. All courses also 
include required readings to be completed before the course starts. As well various assignments may 
include papers or exercises during the week, and one or more final papers due by August 31 for 
Certificate and Basic Degree students. All papers will be submitted to the instructor via email or as the 
instructor specifies. 
 
 

https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/201362023-System-Requirements-for-PC-Mac-and-Linux
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us/articles/201362023-System-Requirements-for-PC-Mac-and-Linux
https://vst.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Zoom-Manual-for-Students.pdf


 
Required Reading: 
All readings must be completed before course starts. Students are responsible to purchase their own 
books. 
Peter Block, Community: The Structure of Belonging (Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2009) 
Luke Timothy Johnson, Scripture and Discernment: Decision Making in the Church (Abingdon Press, 

1996) 
Elizabeth Liebert, The Soul of Discernment: A Spiritual Practice for Communities and Institutions 

(Westminster John Knox, 2015). 
Danny E. Morris and Charles M. Olsen, Discerning God’s Will Together: A Spiritual Practice for the 

Church, Revised and Updated Edition (Alban 2012). 
Margaret J. Wheatley, Turning to One Another: Simple Conversations to Restore Hope to the Future, 

Second Edition Berrett-Koehler, (2009). 
 
Additional Chapters and Articles 
These readings will be available through the VST Library. 
Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, Chapter 5 
James Martin, SJ, The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything, Chapter 12 
Ruth Haley Barton, Pursuing God’s Will Together, Chapter 11 
Donna Claycomb Sokol and L. Roger Owens, A New Day in the City, Chapter 3 
 
ASSIGNMENTS 
1. Attendance: All students taking the course for Certificate or Degree credit must participate 

synchronously in all class sessions via Zoom. Auditors are encouraged to participate synchronously, 
but may request to watch class recordings asynchronously. 100% attendance is required of 
Certificate and Degree students. 

2. Readings: All students including auditors are expected to do all the required readings.  
3. Class participation: All synchronously participating students are expected to participate in all  class 

discussions and activities. These will be set up via the Zoom technology. 
4. Certificate students:  Certificate students are required to hand in 5-6 pages of writing that 

demonstrates the ability to thoughtfully engage the material and reading for the class and gives a 
personal reflection on the reading and material covered.  

5. Basic degree students (Diploma; MA; M.Div): are required to do any required oral assignments 
during the course itself and submit any combination of written assignments totaling approximately 
1500-1875 words/6-8 pages.  

6. Advanced degree students (Th.M): are required to do any required oral assignments during the 
course itself and submit any combination of written assignments totaling approximately 3750-4250 
words/15-17 pages  

 
 Further details about assignments will be provided on the course syllabus. 
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