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ABSTRACT 

Church institutions have undergone significant transformations in their governance and leadership 

paradigms - shifts that have invited both critical acclaim and deep concern. Churches are also 

increasingly recognized as complex organizations that require sound governance and management 

systems to fulfill their spiritual and social mandates. While their primary mission is spiritual, 

churches operate within administrative, financial, and legal frameworks that demand 

accountability, transparency, and strategic leadership. Recent empirical studies affirm that good 

governance is not only compatible with ecclesiastical values but also essential for organizational 

effectiveness, growth, and sustainability. This review explores the empirical relationship between 

good governance and church management, drawing on recent case studies and quantitative 

analyses. This systematic review also interrogates the intersection of ecclesiastical governance 

models, leadership systems, and the rise of social degradation within contemporary communities. 

Drawing on interdisciplinary literature that spans theology, organizational sociology, and ethics, 

the review examines how centralized authority, opaque decision-making processes, and 

charismatic leadership structures have influenced communal trust, accountability, and moral 

stewardship. This paper adopts a multi-level analytical lens to examine how hierarchical 

governance often perpetuates exclusionary practices, thereby marginalizing lay voices and eroding 

participatory decision-making frameworks. The paper advocates for reform grounded in 

transparency, inclusivity, and epistemic justice, positioning ethical leadership as a cornerstone for 
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institutional resilience and social renewal. Furthermore, the paper examines the broader 

sociocultural implications of weakened church accountability structures, linking these trends to 

declining civic engagement, fractured communal networks, and deteriorating moral standards. The 

paper sought to examine the relationship between church management systems and social 

degradation in Kenya. Systems Theory as an anchor theory provides a holistic lens for 

understanding how dysfunctions within interconnected systems, in this case, church management 

systems, can collectively undermine systemic functions. Drawing on interdisciplinary literature, 

the current paper employed a systematic literature review that connects governance failures to 

broader societal impacts, including diminished civic trust and moral fragmentation. The paper 

advocates for reform grounded in transparency, inclusivity, and epistemic justice, positioning 

ethical leadership as a cornerstone for institutional resilience and social renewal.  

Key Words: Church Governance, Leadership Systems, Social Degradation 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Churches, as both spiritual fellowships and institutional organizations, require systems of 

governance and management that reflect their theological commitments while ensuring operational 

effectiveness. While their primary vocation is rooted in worship, pastoral care, and community 

service, the realities of modern ministry necessitate structured leadership, resource stewardship, 

and administrative competence. Over time, the understanding of governance in churches has 

evolved beyond spiritual oversight to encompass accountability frameworks, decision-making 

processes, and strategic direction. Increasingly, scholars and practitioners have begun to examine 

how governance models influence church management outcomes, particularly in areas such as 

financial stewardship, conflict resolution, institutional growth, and sustainability (Awuku-

Gyampoh & Asare, 2019; Kibaara, 2023). 

This paper explores the intricate relationship between church governance and church management, 

using Andy Judd’s (2022) five governance models as a conceptual framework. These models; 

Episcopal, Presbyterian, Congregational, Founder-Led (Entrepreneurial), and Hybrid - offer 

distinct lenses for understanding how churches organize authority and implement leadership 

functions. The essay further engages empirical findings to demonstrate how governance structures 

directly shape church management practices in diverse theological and cultural contexts. 

At its core, governance in the church refers to the processes and structures through which power 

is exercised, decisions are made, and accountability is maintained. Management, on the other hand, 

refers to the operational dimension of implementing those decisions - coordinating resources, 

directing personnel, overseeing finances, and monitoring outcomes. While governance provides 

direction and ethical parameters, management ensures execution and organizational coherence. 

Effective governance enhances managerial efficiency; conversely, poor governance often breeds 

administrative disorder and erodes institutional trust. 

In his typology, Andy Judd (2022) identifies five primary models of church governance. The 

Episcopal model, predominant in Anglican, Catholic, and Orthodox traditions, features a 
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hierarchical structure where authority flows from bishops or archbishops to lower clerical ranks. 

This model fosters clear lines of accountability and doctrinal unity but may struggle with 

responsiveness to local issues. Churches governed episcopally often exhibit strong centralization, 

which can enhance coordination but also concentrate power in ways that inhibit lay participation 

and transparency. Management within this model tends to mirror ecclesial hierarchy - planning 

and resource decisions flow from the top down, and operational feedback may be limited. 

In contrast, the Presbyterian model emphasizes governance by a council of elders (presbyters), 

combining representative leadership with theological oversight. This model encourages 

deliberation, shared authority, and procedural clarity. As a result, it often fosters robust 

accountability structures, transparent decision-making, and member participation. Management 

systems in Presbyterian churches tend to reflect corporate governance best practices, with 

emphasis on committee work, consultation, and documentation. However, this can lead to 

bureaucratic inefficiencies or slow decision-making, particularly in rapidly changing ministry 

environments. 

The Congregational model assigns authority directly to the congregation. Decisions - whether 

financial, strategic, or pastoral - are typically made through voting by the membership. This 

approach empowers local believers, fosters ownership, and aligns ministry with the congregation’s 

collective voice. In terms of management, congregational churches often utilize volunteer 

committees and participatory planning structures. However, challenges may arise when 

management expertise is lacking or when populism overrides strategic discernment. Without clear 

administrative systems, congregational churches may become vulnerable to internal conflict or 

inconsistent leadership transitions. 

Perhaps the most dynamic and controversial model today is the Entrepreneurial or Founder-Led 

model, most common in independent Pentecostal and Charismatic churches. Here, leadership is 

often vested in the founding pastor, who functions simultaneously as spiritual head, chief 

executive, and primary decision-maker. These churches often grow rapidly, driven by visionary 

leadership, brand identity, and centralized authority. While such structures can be efficient and 

missionally agile, they also present significant governance risks. Studies in Kenya and other 

African contexts reveal that founder-led churches often lack formal boards, audit mechanisms, or 

succession plans (Onyango, 2023). In such environments, management becomes personalized and 

opaque, leading to potential misuse of funds, spiritual manipulation, or institutional collapse upon 

the leader’s departure. 

The Hybrid model combines features from two or more traditional systems and is often adopted 

by multi-site churches, parachurch organizations, or mission networks. These churches may have 

centralized leadership for vision and policy, while delegating local governance to site pastors or 

ministry boards. Hybrid structures offer the flexibility to adapt to diverse contexts and scale 

operations across geographies. Management in these systems tends to be more professionalized, 

often incorporating strategic planning, performance evaluation, and corporate management 
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techniques. However, hybrids can struggle with internal coherence - balancing local autonomy 

with centralized control - and face challenges related to communication, coordination, and 

consistency in doctrine or values. 

Beyond structural differences, governance directly impacts key domains of church management. 

Financial stewardship is one such domain. Churches with clearly defined oversight bodies, 

financial reporting systems, and internal audit procedures exhibit stronger donor confidence and 

financial sustainability (Kibaara, 2023). In contrast, loosely governed churches - particularly those 

in entrepreneurial models - often lack these safeguards, resulting in periodic scandals and loss of 

public trust. Similarly, human resource management, encompassing recruitment, performance 

appraisal, and leadership development, is influenced by governance practices. Episcopal systems 

tend to appoint clergy hierarchically, while congregational and hybrid churches may use merit-

based or community-informed hiring models. 

Conflict resolution and ethical governance are other critical concerns. Churches that 

institutionalize grievance procedures, codes of conduct, and restorative mechanisms foster 

healthier work environments and member engagement. In poorly governed contexts, conflicts are 

often handled informally or suppressed, leading to long-term fragmentation and hurt. The role of 

governance in fostering organizational learning, change management, and innovation is also 

significant, especially in a fast-evolving cultural and technological landscape. Churches with rigid 

hierarchical models may find it harder to innovate, while hybrid and congregational systems can 

harness local creativity more easily. 

In the African context, especially in Kenya, these issues are intensified by rapid urbanization, 

political patronage, and theological plurality. Many churches operate with weak or ambiguous 

governance identities - registered as NGOs or businesses while functioning theologically as 

congregational or charismatic entities (Nduku, 2023). This disjunction often leads to 

inconsistencies in management, accountability failures, and legal ambiguity. At the same time, 

structured churches - such as Presbyterian and Anglican bodies - have demonstrated stronger 

resilience and greater capacity for social service delivery, especially in health and education. 

Ultimately, effective church governance is not merely about hierarchy or control. It is about 

designing leadership systems that reflect the character of Christ, uphold justice and transparency, 

and enable the Church to fulfill its mission holistically. Churches that ignore governance under the 

guise of spiritual authority risk falling into the very institutional failures they are called to redeem. 

Conversely, churches that embrace governance as part of their missional identity can embody 

ethical leadership, institutional integrity, and community transformation.  

Good Governance in Churches 

Church governance refers to the structures, policies, and processes through which authority is 

exercised and accountability is maintained. It includes leadership hierarchies, constitutions, and 

oversight mechanisms (Awuku-Gyampoh & Asare, 2021). Church management, by contrast, 
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involves the day-to-day administration of church operations - budgeting, staffing, program 

implementation, and resource coordination (Kibaara, 2023). Governance provides the strategic and 

ethical framework, while management ensures operational execution. The two are interdependent: 

governance without effective management is inert, while management without governance lacks 

direction and accountability. 

Robbins (2015) outlines that governance within organizations including non-business-related 

organizations like Churches is necessary elements which serve to establish and maintain order. As 

such to ensure the maintenance of order within churches as well as religious institutions and the 

proper utilization of resources, good governance is a necessary component. In this study, an 

extensive literature review will be conducted in the areas of strategies adopted by Churches in 

increasing the number of its worshipers, spiritual growth, and Church activities to unearth the 

financial perspectives of Churches, as well as factors that impact the growth and development of 

Churches, (Nieuwhof, 2018; Patricia, 2016). Good governance regarding management of Church 

affairs also extends to the effective financial management such money collected through various 

conventional ways such as offerings and tithe which due to their lack of business value attachment 

cannot be audited or taxed by the state. The fact can never be disputed that effective corporate 

governance and management lead to the growth and development of profit-making businesses. 

Alternatively, insufficient research has been conducted in establishing the relationship between 

effective governance, management, and church structure in the growth and development of 

Churches. 

As a result, investigating the relationship between good governance, management techniques and 

organizational structure for not-for-profit organizations such as Churches is therefore critical in 

assessing the impact of corporate governance, management and Church structure in the growth 

and development of Churches. The study will establish whether church governance systems can 

be utilized to manage spiritual activities as well as financial operations that will mutually 

contribute to the growth and development of churches. 

Searcy (2016) points out that among the potential and most often a barrier to the growth and 

development of a church is its leadership structures and the accountability of financial accounts as 

well as various activities conducted. The study, therefore, further appraises the potential of good 

governance as a technique to solve the problem of management in Churches by offering a 

systematic review of literature that builds upon the answering of questions bordering the three 

areas of research in the subject. As noted by Rachels (2021), governance provides the framework 

within which management operates, ensuring that the church’s mission is pursued with integrity 

and strategic alignment.  

Different Christian traditions have developed various governance models - ranging from the 

Episcopal (hierarchical authority resting in bishops), to the Presbyterian (governance through a 

body of elders), to the Congregational (where the congregation itself exercises democratic 
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oversight). These structures, when properly functioning, are designed to maintain doctrinal fidelity, 

steward resources responsibly, and ensure pastoral accountability. 

Yet across many denominations, particularly in emerging Pentecostal and charismatic movements, 

governance systems have become increasingly informal, centralized, and opaque. A growing trend 

has been the rise of church founders or “general overseers” who wield absolute authority over 

doctrine, finances, and discipline - often without any form of congregational input or external 

accountability (Mwesigwa, 2022). In such contexts, governance becomes a matter of personality 

rather than principle, and decision-making is concentrated in the hands of a few, often family-

linked individuals. This centralization of power allows for the unchecked abuse of spiritual 

authority and the misappropriation of church resources, sowing seeds of disillusionment among 

congregants. When churches lack transparent governance, the effects are not merely internal. They 

reverberate outward into society. A church that models unaccountable leadership sets a precedent 

that undermines democratic norms and civic responsibility. As Maluleke (2023) aptly notes, when 

the Church mirrors the dysfunctions of the political systems it should be critiquing, it loses its 

capacity to act as the conscience of the nation. 

The Crisis of Church Leadership 

The most visible symptom of leadership crisis in the Church is the proliferation of prosperity 

gospel teachings, particularly in African urban centers. Preachers promise divine wealth, healing, 

and breakthroughs in exchange for tithes and offerings, often misusing scripture to justify their 

demands. This “transactional gospel,” as Asamoah-Gyadu (2024) describes it, reduces the 

Christian life to a quid-pro-quo system and sidelines biblical calls for justice, humility, and care 

for the poor. 

More disturbingly, the authority vested in pastors and prophets is frequently abused to manipulate, 

exploit, or even harm followers. Numerous reports across Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa have 

exposed cases of sexual abuse, emotional control, and forced labor disguised as ministry (CRL 

Commission, 2021; Kgatle, 2022). In these cases, church leaders are no longer shepherds but 

gatekeepers of personal empires - immune to challenge and unwilling to submit to oversight. 

Social Degradation  

Social degradation refers to the erosion of moral, spiritual, and communal values within the 

society. It manifests in various forms, including leadership scandals, financial impropriety, 

doctrinal drift, and declining public trust. According to Witness Lee (2024), degradation “cuts the 

root of the life, living, and growth of the church,” leading to spiritual stagnation and institutional 

decay. The consequences of social degradation are profound. Disillusioned believers may leave 

the church, while others conform to worldly standards, weakening the church’s witness. The causes 

of social degradation are multifaceted. Internally, poor governance, lack of accountability, and 

leadership misconduct erode credibility. Externally, cultural shifts and increasing secularism 

challenge the church’s moral authority. In Sub-Saharan Africa, Pauline and Nzengya (2022) note 
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that churches have historically played a significant role in socio-economic development. However, 

many now struggle with uncoordinated and redundant efforts due to weak governance and 

fragmented leadership. This undermines their potential to address poverty, inequality, and 

community development effectively. The consequences of social degradation are profound. 

Disillusioned believers may leave the church, while others conform to worldly standards, 

weakening the church’s witness.  

When church leaders fail to address issues such as corruption, gender-based violence, or political 

injustice, their silence can be interpreted as complicity. In Kenya, for instance, churches have been 

criticized for endorsing political candidates with questionable ethical records, trading moral clarity 

for access to power and patronage (Kagwanja, 2024). By aligning with the very systems that 

oppress and exploit, churches lose the moral high ground from which to challenge injustice. 

Moreover, the commercialization of religion through seed sowing, miracle-selling, and the 

idolization of wealth has created a spiritual consumerism that celebrates material success while 

neglecting moral formation. Gunda and Manda (2023) observe that in many African churches 

today, the cross has been replaced by the currency symbol - faith is measured not by love or justice, 

but by financial returns. This spiritual distortion not only weakens the Church but poisons the 

moral fabric of the broader society. 

Governance in the Church: Systems in Decline 

Church governance refers to the systems and structures by which churches organize authority, 

decision-making, and accountability. The three dominant governance models—Episcopal, 

Presbyterian, and Congregational - offer varying balances of centralized authority and 

participatory decision-making (Sullivan, 2023). Where governance is hierarchical and lacks 

transparency or accountability (e.g., overly centralized episcopal systems), churches risk alienating 

members and consolidating power in unaccountable hands. 

Recent studies show that ineffective or autocratic governance often correlates with public mistrust, 

especially in contexts of financial scandals, abuse, or nepotism (Makau & Ouko, 2024). Such 

dysfunction not only degrades the moral authority of the Church but also contributes to cynicism 

and moral relativism in the wider society. When religious leaders appear unaccountable or morally 

compromised, the very institutions meant to model virtue become complicit in moral collapse” 

(Robinson, 2024). 

To counter social degradation and promote organizational health, churches must integrate 

leadership development into their governance frameworks. This includes codifying governance 

principles in constitutions and bylaws, establishing leadership pipelines for succession and 

mentorship, and promoting inclusive decision-making to foster ownership and innovation. 

Churches must also align leadership roles with their mission and values to maintain spiritual 

integrity (Awuku-Gyampoh & Asare, 2021). 
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Bellmac Consulting (2024) recommends that churches adopt governance models that are both 

robust and flexible - capable of maintaining doctrinal integrity while adapting to changing 

contexts. This involves decentralizing decision-making, empowering lay leaders, and investing in 

leadership training. Regular audits, performance evaluations, and congregational engagement are 

also essential for enhancing accountability and rebuilding trust. 

Ultimately, governance and leadership are not ends in themselves but means to a greater purpose: 

the faithful fulfillment of the church’s mission. When these systems are aligned and well-

implemented, they foster growth, accountability, and spiritual vitality. When neglected or 

misaligned, they contribute to dysfunction and social degradation. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Need for Corporate Governance  

Corporate governance practices encompass a set of principles and norms that guide the internal 

administration of an organization, aiming to establish an effective relationship among 

management, the board of directors, and various stakeholders. These practices also seek to address 

systemic legal shortcomings and uphold stakeholder rights (Lee, 2015; Buallay, 2018; 

International Finance Corporation, 2020). More specifically, corporate governance can be 

understood as a structured and ethical framework through which a company defines its objectives, 

determines the strategies for achieving them, and implements mechanisms for monitoring 

organizational performance (García-Sánchez, Rodríguez-Domínguez, & Frías-Aceituno, 2015; 

Buallay, Hamdan, & Zureigat, 2017). It represents the legal and institutional arrangements by 

which corporate entities are directed and controlled, primarily through the oversight of the board 

of directors, while safeguarding the interests of stakeholders. 

The overarching aim of corporate governance is to enhance organizational performance and 

increase shareholder value by ensuring that the interests of all stakeholders are adequately 

represented and protected (Saygili et al., 2021). Consequently, sound governance practices are 

often associated with improved firm performance. As noted by Khongmalai and Distanont (2017), 

corporate governance refers to the systems and procedures through which companies are managed 

and directed. Effective governance fosters transparency, accountability, and responsiveness to 

investor concerns, thereby empowering stakeholders to engage constructively with the 

organization (Abdallah & Bahloul, 2021). 

At its core, corporate governance is built upon the pillars of board competence, transparency, 

integrity, accountability, and a unified strategic vision. Weak governance structures - marked by 

ineffective board composition, lack of accountability, poor resource stewardship, limited 

stakeholder engagement, and absence of strategic alignment - have been linked to 

underperformance and institutional failure. For instance, Özsungur (2019) associates suboptimal 

financial outcomes with inadequate governance mechanisms, while Mannion and Davies (2018) 

attribute the collapse of healthcare systems in several African countries to governance deficiencies. 
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Well-governed firms, by contrast, tend to exhibit stronger financial health, including higher 

dividend payouts, which are often indicative of robust performance. 

Empirical Evidence on Governance and Management 

The synergy between governance and management is essential for church growth. Governance 

provides the strategic scaffolding - vision, policy, and oversight - while management ensures that 

these are translated into action through budgeting, staffing, and program delivery (Awuku-

Gyampoh & Asare, 2021). As churches expand their roles in education, health, and community 

development, the need for structured governance becomes increasingly critical (Kibaara, 2023). 

Recent empirical studies affirm the critical role of governance in shaping church management 

outcomes. Kibaara (2023), in a study of 10 churches in Nairobi County, found a strong positive 

relationship between corporate governance and church success (R² = 0.879, p < 0.01). 

Accountability alone explained 84.4% of the variance in church success, while inclusivity had the 

highest impact (R² = 0.902), indicating that participatory decision-making significantly enhances 

management effectiveness. 

Similarly, Muriithi (2020) demonstrated that governance structures - such as board oversight and 

financial transparency - enhanced performance in church-run institutions like PCEA Kikuyu 

Hospital. Churches with regular audits, clear reporting lines, and strategic planning frameworks 

were more likely to achieve operational efficiency and stakeholder trust. Awuku-Gyampoh and 

Asare (2021) emphasized that churches with formal governance systems and strategic planning 

frameworks experienced higher levels of growth and congregational engagement. Their study 

concluded that governance, management, and organizational structure are mutually reinforcing 

pillars of church development. 

The composition and function of governance structures vary widely across denominations and 

cultural contexts. In many jurisdictions, churches are legally recognized as nonprofit 

organizations, which obliges them to establish boards of directors or similar governing bodies. 

These boards are typically responsible for strategic planning, financial oversight, legal compliance, 

and risk management. According to Pfang (2013), the board’s role includes overseeing ministry 

operations and ensuring the sustainable and ethical use of church resources. This may involve 

approving budgets, managing capital expenditures, and ensuring adherence to regulatory 

frameworks. 

Effective governance requires clarity of roles, transparency in decision-making, and mechanisms 

for accountability. Without these elements, churches risk administrative inefficiency, internal 

conflict, and loss of congregational trust. As Awuku-Gyampoh and Asare (2021) observe, churches 

with formal governance systems and strategic planning frameworks are more likely to experience 

sustained growth and effective ministry delivery. 
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Governance and Church Performance: Empirical Evidence 

A growing body of empirical research highlights the positive correlation between governance 

practices and church performance. For instance, Kibaara (2023) conducted a quantitative study on 

churches in Nairobi County, Kenya, revealing a statistically significant relationship between 

corporate governance and church success. The study found that leadership, accountability, 

inclusivity, and administrative structure collectively explained 87.9% of the variance in church 

performance (R² = 0.879, p < 0.01). These findings underscore the importance of formal 

governance mechanisms in enhancing church outcomes. 

Similarly, Muriithi (2020) examined governance and performance in church-based organizations 

using the Presbyterian Church of East Africa Kikuyu Hospital as a case study. The research 

demonstrated that governance structures - particularly board oversight, financial transparency, and 

strategic planning - were critical to institutional performance and stakeholder trust. In a 

comprehensive study by Awuku-Gyampoh and Asare (2021), the authors explored the influence of 

governance, management, and organizational structure on church development across multiple 

denominations. Using content analysis and structured interviews, they found that churches with 

clear governance frameworks and participatory management practices experienced higher levels 

of growth and congregational engagement. 

Accountability and Transparency: Empirical Insights 

Accountability and transparency are foundational to good governance and have been empirically 

linked to improved church management. In the study by Awuku-Gyampoh and Asare, churches 

that implemented regular audits, published financial reports, and involved congregants in decision-

making processes reported higher levels of trust and participation. These practices also mitigated 

risks of financial mismanagement and leadership abuse. Moreover, Muriithi (2020) found that 

accountability mechanisms-such as performance appraisals for clergy and administrative staff-

enhanced service delivery and institutional credibility. The study recommended the 

institutionalization of governance codes and ethical guidelines to strengthen accountability in 

church operations. 

Participatory Governance and Inclusivity 

Empirical studies also highlight the role of participatory governance in enhancing church 

management. Kibaara (2023) reported that inclusivity in decision-making, particularly involving 

youth, women, and lay leaders, was positively associated with innovation, cohesion, and ministry 

effectiveness. Churches that adopted participatory models were better able to respond to 

congregational needs and foster a sense of ownership among members. This is supported by Osei-

Tutu et al. (2020), who argue that participatory governance aligns with the theological principle of 

the "priesthood of all believers" and contributes to more democratic and responsive church 

structures. 
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Conceptual Framework 

 

Figure 1: The Interconnection between Church Governance, Leadership Systems and Church 

Governance 

3. METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a systematic literature review (SLR) approach to examine the interrelation 

between Church Governance, Leadership Systems, and Social Degradation. The SLR method was 

chosen due to its structured and transparent process that minimizes bias and ensures 

comprehensiveness in synthesizing existing knowledge (Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart, 2003). An 

in-depth critical review of scholarly articles, books, dissertations, and institutional reports was 

conducted to explore the three thematic dimensions of the study. The review focused on identifying 

prevailing patterns, emerging trends, theoretical perspectives, and empirical findings within each 

of the thematic areas. 

The process entailed the identification, selection, evaluation, and synthesis of relevant literature 

from desk reviews. Key search terms included church governance models, religious leadership 

systems, charismatic leadership, congregational polity, social degradation, and moral decline in 

religious contexts. In order to determine the current state of knowledge and identify gaps in 

literature, the collected studies were thematically analyzed, categorized by governance model, 

leadership structure, and societal impact. This methodology provided a solid foundation for 

assessing the interconnectedness of ecclesiastical governance and leadership practices with 

broader patterns of social degradation. 
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Models of Church Governance 

Andy Judd (2022) identifies five primary models of church governance, each with distinct 

implications for management:  

Episcopal Model: In the episcopal model, authority is centralized in bishops or senior clergy who 

oversee multiple congregations. The Episcopal model is fundamentally hierarchical. At the top of 

this structure is the bishop, who exercises jurisdiction over a diocese - a collection of parishes and 

clergy. Bishops are responsible for ordaining priests, administering sacraments such as 

confirmation, providing theological oversight, and representing the Church in ecumenical and 

interfaith matters (Gifford, 2022). The clergy serving under the bishop include priests, who lead 

local congregations, and deacons, who assist in liturgical and community service roles. 

A defining feature of this model is the concept of apostolic succession - the belief that the spiritual 

authority of bishops can be traced in an unbroken line back to the apostles of Jesus Christ. For 

traditions like Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy, apostolic succession is essential for 

validating the authenticity of sacraments and teachings (Phiri & Nadar, 2022). It also symbolizes 

continuity with the early Church and safeguards against doctrinal innovation. This model, common 

in Roman Catholic, Anglican, and Methodist traditions, provides clear lines of authority and 

doctrinal consistency. However, it may limit local autonomy and responsiveness (Judd, 2022). 

Management in this model is often bureaucratic, with decisions flowing top-down. One of the 

primary strengths of the Episcopal model lies in its capacity to provide doctrinal consistency and 

institutional stability.  

Through centralized leadership, churches are able to maintain a uniform theological identity and 

liturgical tradition across vast regions. This consistency is especially evident in the use of 

standardized worship texts - such as the Book of Common Prayer in the Anglican tradition or the 

Missal in Roman Catholicism - which help preserve unity amid diversity. The hierarchical structure 

also facilitates effective leadership development. Clergy formation in Episcopal churches typically 

involves years of theological education, spiritual discernment, and pastoral training. This process 

ensures that those entering ministry are well-equipped to teach, counsel, and lead congregations. 

Furthermore, bishops often serve as mentors and overseers for their clergy, providing pastoral care 

and enforcing standards of conduct (Phiri & Nadar, 2022). 

Another significant contribution of the Episcopal system is its capacity for social engagement and 

reform. Due to their organizational resources and networks, Episcopal churches have often played 

key roles in education, healthcare, and advocacy. In many African countries, Anglican and Catholic 

churches have established schools, hospitals, and social programs that continue to benefit 

marginalized populations (Gunda & Manda, 2023). In contexts of political crisis or injustice, 

bishops have also served as voices of conscience, calling for peace and ethical governance. In 

contexts where civil institutions are weak or compromised, the Church, especially under the 

Episcopal model, has the potential to provide a moral compass and a stabilizing influence. 

However, this potential is often undercut when bishops align themselves with political elites or fail 
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to speak out against corruption and inequality. In Kenya, for instance, there have been concerns 

over the close ties between senior clergy and political actors, with some churches endorsing leaders 

whose records contradict biblical values of justice and humility (Kagwanja, 2024). 

Moreover, when the Episcopal Church becomes perceived as a space of privilege rather than 

prophetic witness, it risks becoming complicit in the social degradation it is called to resist. As 

Swart, Erasmus, and Green (2021) argue, religious institutions must reclaim their role in promoting 

civic virtue, social ethics, and participatory governance, especially in societies facing increasing 

polarization and inequality. 

Presbyterian Model: The presbyterian model distributes authority among elected elders who 

govern through representative councils. This structure promotes shared leadership and strong 

accountability but may result in slower decision-making (Judd, 2022). Management is 

collaborative and policy-driven, aligning with the theological emphasis on collective discernment. 

Church governance is foundational to the theological and operational life of any Christian 

community. Among the various ecclesiastical structures, the Presbyterian model presents a distinct 

approach rooted in shared leadership, representative oversight, and accountability through 

conciliar structures. Unlike the hierarchical Episcopal model, the Presbyterian system distributes 

authority among elected elders and governing councils. This model is prominent in the Reformed 

tradition, particularly in denominations such as the Presbyterian Church (USA), the Church of 

Scotland, and various African Presbyterian churches. The Presbyterian model reflects a theological 

commitment to equality in the body of Christ, checks and balances in leadership, and the collective 

discernment of God’s will in church affairs (Van Dyk, 2020). This paper explores the principles of 

Presbyterian governance, its leadership systems, and the wider implications for church integrity, 

transparency, and social accountability. 

In Africa, the model was widely introduced by Scottish missionaries in the 19th century and has 

taken root in countries such as Kenya, Malawi, Ghana, and South Africa, where it has often been 

contextualized to address indigenous leadership dynamics and postcolonial ecclesiology (Kumalo, 

2021). Leadership in the Presbyterian model is not concentrated in one person but distributed 

among ordained elders - teaching elders (ministers) and ruling elders (lay leaders). Decisions are 

made collectively, usually through formal motions, debates, and votes. Each council operates with 

a defined constitution, and all actions are subject to review and appeal, ensuring procedural justice 

and theological consistency (Loeffler, 2022). 

In societies marked by corruption, inequality, and political patronage, the Presbyterian model 

offers a valuable template for democratic governance and institutional accountability. The ethos of 

collective leadership and public deliberation resonates with civic ideals such as participation, rule 

of law, and decentralization. 

In South Africa, the Uniting Presbyterian Church has played a significant role in advocating for 

justice and reconciliation during and after apartheid. Presbyterian assemblies have issued public 
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statements on issues such as land reform, gender-based violence, and economic inequality -

drawing on their governance model to support inclusive dialogue (Kumalo, 2021). 

In Kenya, the Presbyterian Church of East Africa (PCEA) has historically contributed to education 

and public health while also modeling internal accountability. When governance controversies 

have arisen - such as disputes over church land or pastoral discipline - the presbyterian courts have 

often provided effective mechanisms for adjudication and reconciliation (Mwesigwa, 2022). 

However, the model is not without its limitations. In some contexts, procedural rigidity can hinder 

responsiveness. Decisions may take longer due to the deliberative nature of governance, and 

councils may become bureaucratic or factionalized. Furthermore, if elders lack adequate 

theological training or succumb to ethnic or political pressures, the system can be compromised 

(Barclay, 2019). 

Congregational Model: In the congregational model, authority resides in the local congregation, 

which governs itself independently. This model fosters high member engagement and adaptability 

but may suffer from fragmentation and inconsistent practices (Judd, 2022). Management is 

decentralized and relies heavily on the competence of local leaders. Advocates of congregational 

polity rejected both papal and episcopal hierarchical authority, emphasizing instead the 

independence and self-governance of local congregations (Benedetto & McKim, 2010).  

The Congregational model upholds the priesthood of all believers and the direct accountability of 

the church to Christ, rather than to ecclesiastical hierarchies (Grenz, 2021). Each local 

congregation is self-governing and independent of external ecclesiastical control. This autonomy 

enables churches to tailor their worship practices, theological emphases, and administrative 

processes to their specific contextual realities (Hammett, 2017). However, such independence does 

not preclude voluntary cooperation through associations, fellowships, or conventions for purposes 

of mutual support and mission. The participatory nature of congregational governance encourages 

members to take ownership of the church’s mission, ministries, and direction. This can lead to 

greater engagement, spiritual growth, and resilience in the face of challenges (Hammett, 2017). A 

distinguishing feature of congregational governance is the involvement of all church members in 

key decisions. Leadership roles such as pastors, elders, and deacons are elected through 

congregational votes, reflecting the belief in collective discernment under the guidance of the Holy 

Spirit (Van Gelder, 2017). This democratic ethos promotes transparency, accountability, and shared 

responsibility.  

Congregational churches emphasize a voluntary covenant among believers, who commit to mutual 

edification and church discipline. Membership is not merely administrative but spiritual, with 

mutual accountability forming the basis of church life (Smith & Emerson, 2020). This fosters a 

strong sense of belonging and shared mission among congregants. Congregational churches are 

often more agile in responding to local needs, cultural contexts since each church is self-governing, 

and emerging social issues. They are not burdened by hierarchical structures that might delay 

decision-making (Grenz, 2021). While critics argue that autonomy could lead to isolation or 
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doctrinal drift, strong covenantal membership and peer accountability mechanisms can serve as 

effective checks. Many congregational churches voluntarily affiliate with larger networks that 

offer theological guidance and cooperative missions (Smith & Emerson, 2020). 

Hybrid Model: The hybrid church model refers to an ecclesiastical system that integrates both 

physical and digital expressions of church life, while also blending governance features from two 

or more traditional church polity models. It typically combines centralized oversight with local 

autonomy, formal leadership with participatory structures, and in-person worship with digital 

engagement (Barna Group, 2022). It is not a fixed governance model but a fluid, context-driven 

approach shaped by both theological conviction and pragmatic necessity. The hybrid model blends 

hierarchical and participatory elements, often seen in Pentecostal and charismatic churches. It 

offers flexibility and contextual adaptability but may suffer from ambiguity in authority structures 

(Judd, 2022). Management practices vary widely and require intentional design to avoid confusion.  

Traditionally, ecclesial governance has been defined by three major models: Episcopal 

(hierarchical), Presbyterian (elder-led representative), and Congregational (autonomous local 

governance). The hybrid model is not an abandonment of these structures, but rather a contextual 

amalgamation of their most effective elements to serve a contemporary church environment 

(Banks & Ledbetter, 2023). 

Theologically, hybrid governance is supported by the scriptural call for unity in diversity, mutual 

accountability, and contextual adaptability. The church, as both a spiritual body and a missional 

community, must be agile enough to operate faithfully in a variety of social and cultural settings 

while preserving its theological core (Guder, 2015). Hybrid governance may include a central 

governing board (as in Presbyterianism), episcopal oversight (such as regional bishops or apostolic 

leaders), and local church autonomy (as seen in congregationalism). This allows for doctrinal 

consistency, leadership accountability, and contextual flexibility (Stetzer & Im, 2020). 

Many hybrid churches operate across multiple campuses, often in different geographical locations, 

connected by a central leadership team. With the integration of digital platforms, these churches 

also function virtually through livestreams, social media, and online small groups (Barna Group, 

2022). Governance structures are adapted to include digital elders, online decision-making 

processes, and virtual participation in leadership meetings. The hybrid model values shared 

leadership through pastoral teams, ministry directors, and lay leaders. Decision-making authority 

is often distributed to empower local or ministry-specific leadership, while major doctrinal or 

policy decisions are centralized (Malphurs & Penfold, 2021). This approach reduces the risks of 

both autocracy and fragmentation. 

Founder-Led/Charismatic Model: In the founder-led model, authority is concentrated in a single 

charismatic leader. The term charismatic refers both to the spiritual gifts (charismata) emphasized 

in such churches and the magnetism of the leader, whose authority is legitimized by spiritual 

experience, healing power, prophecy, or divine revelation (Anderson, 2023). In many Charismatic 

and Neo-Pentecostal churches, the founder is seen as the 'set man' or apostolic father, appointed 
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by God to lead with prophetic insight and supernatural authority (Ukah, 2020). This theology 

undergirds a leadership culture where the founder is often beyond reproach, and their word carries 

significant spiritual weight. The founder’s personality and spiritual persona often become 

synonymous with the identity of the church. While this model enables rapid decision-making and 

strong vision, it is vulnerable to leadership failure and lacks institutional safeguards (Judd, 2022). 

Management is agile but often lacks checks and balances. 

In this model, the founder occupies the dual role of spiritual leader and chief executive officer. 

This includes vision casting, decision-making, financial control, and doctrinal guidance. 

Leadership succession is typically informal or hereditary, often depending on the founder's will or 

prophetic declaration (Kgatle, 2021). Governance structures in founder-led churches are frequently 

hierarchical and loyalty-driven, with appointed leaders expected to be unquestionably submissive 

to the founder. Boards, elders, or oversight teams are often selected by the founder and function 

more as advisory bodies than checks on authority (Resane, 2017). 

Leadership Systems: Collegiality, Accountability, and Integrity 

While governance provides the structural framework, leadership is the dynamic force that drives 

vision, inspires congregants, and sustains organizational momentum. Leadership systems refer to 

the processes by which leaders are identified, developed, empowered, and held accountable. These 

systems include pastoral training, mentorship, succession planning, and performance evaluation. 

Hoglen (2024) emphasizes that sustainable church growth depends on a well-developed leadership 

pipeline that nurtures emerging leaders while reinforcing the church’s mission and values. 

Leadership in churches must be both spiritual and managerial - capable of providing pastoral care 

while also managing people, programs, and resources. Gordon (2025) adds that leadership is not 

merely about task execution but about people development. Healthy leadership systems prioritize 

discipleship, relational mentoring, and spiritual formation. 

However, many churches lack intentional leadership development strategies. This often results in 

leadership burnout, stagnation in ministry, and a decline in congregational engagement. In founder-

led or charismatic models, leadership may be overly centralized, leading to authoritarianism and 

succession crises. In contrast, congregational models may suffer from fragmented leadership and 

inconsistent decision-making. Each governance model - episcopal, presbyterian, congregational, 

hybrid, and founder-led - has distinct implications for how leadership is exercised and how 

accountability is maintained (Judd, 2022). 

4. CONCLUSION 

The health of society is intimately linked to the integrity of its spiritual institutions/ churches. 

Church governance and leadership systems, when functioning rightly, can offer a powerful model 

of justice, transparency, and sacrificial service. But when these systems are co-opted by ego, greed, 

or political ambition, they become catalysts for societal degradation. The current crisis facing 

many churches is not merely an internal matter - it is a public concern with wide-reaching 
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implications. If the Church is to fulfill its calling in the modern world, it must renew its 

commitment to accountability, moral leadership, and the common good. Only then can it reclaim 

its place as a true light in the darkness. Church governance and leadership systems are foundational 

to the vitality and integrity of the church. As churches navigate the complexities of modern 

ministry, they must invest in governance reform, leadership development, and ethical 

accountability. These efforts are not merely administrative necessities - they are spiritual 

imperatives. A well-governed and well-led church is better equipped to fulfill its mission, serve its 

community, and bear faithful witness in a world in need of hope and transformation. 

Given the establishment of churches solely as places of worship and delivery of spiritual guidance 

and nourishment, the governance and management structures are typically developed within the 

context of the specific church and rely on laws enforced within these same contexts. The 

compositions of governance and management, therefore, vary widely from one church to another 

all across the globe. Most churches are organized as organizations which legally obliges them to 

have a board of directors to govern the matters related to the church (Pfang, 2013). Among the 

other functions of this board include overseeing the operations of the ministry and management of 

the church’s resources to ensure their sustainable, effective and efficient usage. This may include 

ministry budgeting, capital expenditures, legal compliances and risk management within the 

church operations. 

The management of a church equally requires clear set strategies that are measurable, and 

appraisable to determine the efficiency and effectiveness towards its growth. Patricia (2016) 

highlight among the essential requirements for effective management of a church to include 

developing a growth and development plan and strategy which entails setting goals, engaging in 

productive budgeting processes, managing performance, managing facilities and legal as well as 

risk management. The church like any other organization must properly conduct its activities to 

ensure accountability and therefore sustainability that is guaranteed to translate to performance 

and growth. 

The structured planning and strategies developed with the consideration of the church’s vision, 

mission and values as such the individuals within the management of the church must subscribe to 

the church's mission, vision and values to have a clear means of how to execute the mandate 

(Pfang, 2013). According to (Robbins, 2018) church structure and leadership is an essential part 

of ensuring its continued growth. In most churches, as the church grows, the organization of the 

church begins to hinder its growth in an attempt to remain in control and avoid being overwhelmed. 

This is due to the dynamics of church growth including the need for accommodation of more 

people, stretching the budget to accommodate a growing congregation, an increased amount of 

problems that need solving with the increasing number of people, scheduling and funding more 

events and many others. To control this and remain in control the church can suppress growth 

through its governance and leadership structures.  



African Journal of Emerging Issues (AJOEI). Online ISSN: 2663-9335, Vol (7), Issue 18, Pg. 116-136 
 

133 
 

Empirical evidence strongly supports the assertion that good governance is integral to effective 

church management. Studies across Kenya demonstrate that governance principles - 

accountability, transparency, inclusivity, and strategic leadership - are not only applicable but 

essential in ecclesiastical contexts. Churches that institutionalize these practices are more likely to 

experience growth, resilience, and community trust. As churches continue to navigate complex 

social, financial, and spiritual landscapes, embedding governance frameworks into their 

management systems is both a theological and operational imperative. 
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