DEVELOPING
CONFIDENCE

built in community
How one church provides theological formation for laypeople
BY MATTHEW SCOTT
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he sun is setting in San
Antonio, Texas, on
a February evening,
but even though it’s
Thursday and has
already been a long
week of ministry, David
McNitzky, senior pastor of Alamo
Heights United Methodist Church, isn’t
heading home. Since 2010, his Thursday
evenings have been devoted to a new
development in the mission of this
church: teaching and forming laypeople
who are discerning a call to ministry.
In his office, McNitzky reviews
student submissions from previous
weeks. From 5:30 to 6:20, he holds
20-minute meetings with students from
his class. They review assignments, he

offers encouragement, and they ask
whatever questions they may have.
By 6:20, he wraps up his last student
meeting and heads downstairs for
class. Eighteen students gather every
Thursday evening from 6:30 to 8:30.
McNitzky and his former associate
pastor, Scott Heare, now senior pastor
of Riverside Community Church in
Spring Branch, Texas, had discussed the
idea of training lay leaders who were
discerning a call to ministry and desired
more formation but could not leave
their families or jobs to go to seminary.
These lay leaders in their church kept
talking about this shared interest,
and McNitzky and Heare wanted to
respond to this desire that they saw
emerging from their congregation.

This led them to start the Quarry in
2010, a lay training program to help
dedicated followers of Christ. The name
comes from Isaiah 51:1: “Listen to me,
you who pursue righteousness and who
seek the Lord: Look to the rock from
which you were cut and to the quarry
from which you were hewn.” In this
context, theological training is offered
in the place (the quarry) from which
people have been formed and—in the
words of the Quarry’s mission statement—helps them find “community
and confidence for their call.”
Within a few years, word of the
Quarry had spread. What had been
envisioned as a group of 12 people had
grown to more than 50. The Quarry
meets at Alamo Heights, located about
seven miles north of downtown San
Antonio. Members from Riverside
Community Church drive about an
hour and a half round trip to come to
the Quarry each week.
The meetings begin with dinner
made by volunteers from the church,
then worship, then teaching. The
original curriculum had three main
sections: first, looking back and getting
healthy; second, going deeper in the
text; and third, discerning each person’s
unique call to ministry. The curriculum
also included prayers for healing for
past pain, discovering gifts and calling,
exegetical work through Scripture, and
field trips to other churches and even
Texas barbecue joints.
“Everyone asks about the barbecue
visits,” Heare says. “We go to have
barbecue when we go through
Leviticus. I tend to love to be active
and seek adventure, to have fun, and
this helps us do all those things while
learning about the Hebrew Scriptures
[Old Testament]. There is something
special about talking about sacrifice
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with the smell of barbecue wafting in
the air.” Scott recognizes the irony of
eating pork while reading through the
Hebrew Scriptures, but maybe it is a
new delicatessen of freedom in Christ.
CONNECTIONS FOR GROWTH

This lay training program has developed its current curriculum with the
help of Duke Divinity School. Duke
first visited the Quarry in 2012, when
Dave Odom, executive director of
Leadership Education at Duke Divinity
(LEADD) and associate dean for
leadership initiatives, brought a team to
interview students, leaders, and other
congregants to help Alamo Heights
understand what the Quarry was and
what it could become. “They gave us
confidence and encouragement that we
were on a good path,” McNitzky says.
“Duke provided us with a discussion
partner and coach. When you are going
into new areas, a collaborative strength
is very crucial. A discussion partner
that could look from 30,000 feet at the
landscape was so important.”
From his extensive experience in
supporting leadership development
in faith communities, Dave Odom
has unique perspective on what is
happening in the church in America.
He also inspires thoughtful reflection
and asks insightful questions. Odom
and his team helped Alamo Heights
identify what they had in the Quarry: a
valuable program for their parishioners
and possibly something that could
provide a model of lay formation for
the wider church.
Alamo Heights has also pursued
a connection with Duke to provide
a certificate for their student
graduates. Odom and Laceye Warner,
associate professor of the practice
of evangelism and Methodist studies
and senior strategist for United
Methodist collaborations, have helped
the Quarry sharpen its curriculum
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to provide more structure to the
students’ formation. The partnership
with Duke also provides credibility
for the Quarry. “When you connect
with an institution like Duke, you
know you are getting education at the
highest level,” Heare says.
This connection raises the expectations of those inside and outside
the program. Students expect more
in-depth work and even ask for more
to study. McNitzky and Heare noticed
that the students bring insights and
observations from their own studies
that contribute to the class. Warner
attends the Quarry monthly and also
teaches. Stephen Chapman, associate
professor of Old Testament, is slated to
teach a class later this year via Skype,
and several Duke alumni have also
contributed to the program.
THEOLOGICAL FORMATION
IN A LOCAL SETTING

Early on, Odom saw a great opportunity for the Quarry: “I see experiences
like the Quarry as a key element to
formation of leadership for Christian
community in the future. Alamo

Heights UMC is a model for how
large-membership congregations can
be critical nodes in developing all sorts
of community.”
The Quarry has helped to highlight
the desire for theological formation in
the local church, but the local church
cannot carry the burden on its own.
Both the academy and the church
need each other in this process of
theological formation. This partnership
with Duke combines the experience
and expertise of the academy with
the personal connection of the local
church setting. “The Quarry provides
a wonderful example of the profound
significance of theological formation
in a local church setting,” Warner says.
“Often in mainline Protestantism,
the distance between theological
education, usually in seminaries, and
spiritual formation, usually occurring
in local churches, is immense. The
Quarry bridges that distance in
stunning ways. Participants read, write,
discuss, debate, and practice critically,
compassionately, and faithfully.”
McNitzky always brings the focus
back to the local church. After 37 years

COULD YOUR CHURCH BUILD A QUARRY?
HERE ARE SOME helpful questions to discuss if you’re considering a
program of theological formation in your church:

• What does formation look like in your setting?
• Could a program offered at a regional level be helpful for people
in your church?
• What will these programs look like moving forward?
• Are there other churches or organizations who could be
supportive partners?
• Will this lead to recognition from groups such as United Methodist
Boards of Ordained Ministry?

serving as a Methodist pastor, he sees
the importance of community-based
theological education. “One of the
great things about the Quarry is that
our students are already in community,
and we work on bonding them even
more,” he says. “Their community
becomes the base for their formation
instead of theological education
becoming the basis for their bonding.”
This emphasis on local community has
been a powerful factor in the formation
of the students. By investing in them
in their local setting, they remain
connected to their families, communities, place of call, and support networks.
POSSIBILITIES MOVING FORWARD
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Partnerships such as the one between
Duke and the Quarry could fill a need
for formation in the church moving
forward. Currently a great divide
exists between the formation available
to most dedicated lay leaders in the
local church and the formation found
at seminaries for ministers. These
types of connections between the local
church and the academy are helpful
for both communities, with the goal of
making theological formation available to the church.
Warner, who has worked on many
creative collaborations, explains:
“Theological education flourishes
when it happens in mutual relationships with the academy as well as
local churches practicing ministry.
Duke Divinity School’s distinctive
identity as one of approximately a
dozen theological schools in research
universities directly facilitates the
former relationship. However, this
location could arguably stifle the
latter relationship. Strong relationships with Duke Divinity alumni and
other pastor-scholars practicing wise
theological formation in vital local
churches allows the latter also to
flourish. When visiting the Quarry,

Participants at the Quarry enjoy conversation and camaraderie before a class session in February.

I consistently leave each session with a
deeper sense of understanding of the
concepts presented—and hope for the
present and future pastoral leadership
of churches.”
A deeper partnership between the
local church and the academy is both
necessary and possible. The local
church has local people in their local
context, callings, work, and families;
and the academy has expertise on
formation, resources, and credibility.
“The Quarry may provide some
insights and options for how to do
theological and biblical education
in a local setting while partnering
with seminaries in meaningful
ways,” McNitzky says. In order to
flourish, these programs will require
connection, support, and guidance.
Alamo Heights is also working with
the Rio Texas Conference on moving
Quarry students through the process
to become licensed local pastors,
although they are still required to go
through Course of Study.
The Quarry draws on the rich
Methodist heritage for theological
formation. “The United Methodist
Church has a great tradition of
classical theological education and
has regularly found ways with the
changing landscape to develop

innovative methods to train leadership
and laity,” says Heare. “Right now we
are at another time of great change
and need creativity in significant
places to meet these changing times.
Duke has decided to join us at the
front edge of this change and build
our confidence in this model rather
than protect the traditional structure
of theological training. This gives the
Quarry credibility and increases the
quality of the program. Like Wesley,
this takes the best of the tradition,
infuses it with innovation, and
connects it to the mission field.”
Much of the future of the church is
uncertain as we face changing times in
society and the church. But this much
is clear: people will always thirst for
formation in the ways of God, hear the
still small voice of God calling them
to serve in a life of ministry, and make
great sacrifices to respond to this call.
It is exciting to be part of God’s work
to form lay leaders in a local setting.
This formation will always be at its
best when the academy and the local
church partner together.
Faith & Leadership has more articles about
the work of the Quarry and Alamo Heights UMC
as well as a wealth of resources on church
leadership: www.faithandleadership.com.
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