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Are We a Hardy Church? 

 

Back when I was working on my doctorate, I ran across 

some fascinating research results.  As some of you probably 

know, there is a positive correlation between stress and illness.  

That is, people who are highly stressed, sometimes become ill.  

A number of studies have shown that high levels of stress 

predicted that people would get sick.  Indeed, illnesses such as 

asthma and bronchitis, a variety of stomach upsets, colds, flu, 

headaches, heart problems and even grinding teeth during 

sleep have been associated with high levels of stress among 

people suffering from those ailments.   

 

So, for example, if a close family member of mine died, or 

I changed jobs or got fired, relocated, or even changed schools 

or doctors, in the stressfulness of those experiences I might 

develop symptoms of illness, like headaches or an upset 

stomach.  This large body of research on the correlation 

between stress and illness indicated that high levels of stress 

might predict the likelihood of illness.  So, high stress – might 



get sick.  NOTE I understand the difference between 

correlation and causation. 

And then a couple of sociologists in New York noticed 

that although the correlation between stress and illness was 

statistically significant, nevertheless the correlation was not 

particularly strong.  And this couple, a highly respected 

husband and wife team named Dowhrenrend, had a sort of 

epiphany.  They wondered about the characteristics of people 

who were highly stressed, but who did NOT get sick!   

What was different about those folks, that enabled them to 

adapt to stress WITHOUT becoming physically ill?  So the 

Dowherends published an article posing that question.  And 

shortly thereafter, a couple of psychologists over at the 

University of Chicago started trying to find out precisely what 

it was about the people who stayed well under difficult and 

stressful circumstances. 

The Chicago professors, Sal Maddi and Suzanne Kobasa, 

conducted a big study with managers at Illinois Bell 

Telephone, measuring their stress levels, and recording their 

illness over a periof of a year.  Then they analyzed the data 



every which way using a variety of complicated statistical 

models and tools.  They found something very, very 

interesting.   

And it goes like this.  The people who didn’t get sick, even 

though very highly stressed, had some approaches to life, some 

similar attitudes, some similar ways of being and doing and 

thinking.  In other words, they had a common personality 

style, that had four major factors. 

The first of these they called Commitment.   

Commitment described people who had a strong sense of 

purpose.  They were engaged with the world.  They were 

active in their communities as volunteers, RE teachers, civic 

leaders, coaches for their kids’ athletic teams.  These folks were 

not couch potatoes.  They had a strong sense of self, and a 

desire to use their lives to accomplish constructive things for 

others as well as for themselves and their own families.  They 

knew who they were and what they were about, and had a 

sense of civic and social duty.  They actively involved 

themselves in making the world a better place.  Commitment. 



The second characteristic or attitude of the folks who 

didn’t get sick was that they had an internal locus of control 

and they called it simply “Control.”   

People with an internal locus of control take responsibility 

for their successes and failures and don’t attribute them to any 

outside forces.  

So, they wouldn’t blame somebody else if they failed at 

something.  Rather, they would take personal responsibility, 

and then try to figure out what they needed to do in order to 

succeed the next time.  They would vote, rather than sitting 

home, saying that their vote wouldn’t make a difference.  They 

would not feel helpless or powerless, but would recognize that 

their actions could influence events.  They would acknowledge 

their mistakes, and not blame their failures on anybody else.   

They would also acknowledge their achievements and 

accomplishments.  So, instead of saying they were just in the 

right place at the right time, or that they were just lucky, they 

might say, “Thank you, I appreciate your saying that.  I did 

work kind of hard on that project.”  These folks don’t go 



around feeling or talking like victims.  They take responsibility 

for the good and the bad, and move on.    

Control 

Are you still with me? 

The third (there’s only one more after this) characteristic 

is called Challenge.   

Challenge describes people who look at change and the 

need to adapt, as a challenge and an opportunity to learn, 

rather than as something to fear.   

So, for example, if they had an opportunity to live abroad, 

or to move to a place that was very different, they would think 

of that as an adventure, a way to learn how other people in 

other cultures live, a chance for their children to interact with 

lots of different kinds of people, an opportunity to experience 

different music and art, try out different kinds of food, make 

new friends, to enrich their lives and learn – instead being 

fearful of trying new things. 

The last characteristic they identified is Community, or 

Connectedness, versus isolation or alienation.   



In its simplest form, connectedness is being part of a 

family, or having a partner or significant other.  Connectedness 

means making the effort to become part of a group, to form 

and build relationships with other people.   

We are social animals. We all need to belong.  We need to 

feel part of a group, to feel accepted, supported, rather than 

alone or rejected.  Joining the church, clubs, interest groups, 

covenant groups, and working together with people on social 

or community projects connects people and provides 

opportunities for deepening relationships. 

People whose behaviors and attitudes demonstrate these 

four qualities, Commitment, Control, Challenge and 

Community – even when under a lot of stress, were not as 

likely to get sick as people without those qualities.   

These four characteristics, taken together, have aptly 

been named Hardy Personality Style.   

There is now a large body of research with people in 

many walks of life, who manage stress without becoming ill, if 

they have Hardy personalities.  And with intentionality, 

people can cultivate, nurture and enhance their Hardiness. 



By now, you’ve probably figured out where I’m heading 

with this.  Is there such a thing as a Hardy organization?  A 

Hardy church?   

I don’t know of any research that extends what has been 

shown for individuals to large groups.  But I find the notion 

intriguing. 

Could we, as a congregation, be characterized as a Hardy 

Church?  In terms of Commitment, Control, Challenge and 

Community? 

What would a Hardy church look like? 

Well, let’s take Commitment – do we have a strong sense 

of purpose?  Do we know what we stand for, as a 

congregation?  Are we involved in the community, and in 

working to improve the world?  Are we active rather than 

passive?  Are we proactive rather than reactive? 

What about Control, that is, feeling a sense of power, 

ability to influence, willingness to take responsibility for what 

we do and how we do it?  Do we feel that there is hope that we 

can make a difference?  If we make mistakes, are we willing to 

admit them, learn from our mistakes, and use that learning to 



expand our identity and sense of who and what we are as a 

congregation? 

Challenge.  How do we react and respond to change and 

the need to adapt?  How willing are we to consider new ways 

of being together as a congregation?  Are we fearful of new 

ideas or possibilities that might involve change?  Or do we 

think of change as an adventure, a challenge, an opportunity to 

learn and to grow? 

Community.  Are there those among us who feel lonely, 

rejected, or not supported?  How much effort do we make to 

ensure that visitors feel welcome?  Do we go up to the person 

standing by herself at coffee hour, and engage her?  Do we 

leave all the caring to the Pastoral Care Team?  Or spend our 

time at coffee hour visiting with only the people we know 

best?  Are we accepting, rather than simply tolerant?  Do we 

help to connect people in the congregation who have similar 

interests? 

Are we a Hardy congregation?  If we are, then I think we 

will be able to weather the recent storms and difficulties in a 

healthy way.  If we are a Hardy congregation, then we will be 



able to move forward with resolve, assured of who we are, 

what we stand for, and with a strong sense of Commitment to 

each other, to the children and people of the Shoreline, and to 

our social justice projects that extend our influence and good 

works into the larger world.   

We have a lot of dedicated, devoted members who care 

deeply about this congregation, and who demonstrate that 

dedication, devotion and caring with their gifts of time, work, 

and money.  But we also have several committees begging for 

people to serve on them. Mary Strieff could use some help with 

the Spring Festival. We need people to sign up and host the 

coffee hour.   

We need people -- more people who come to church to 

make the commitment to join this congregation.  We need for 

all of you to decide how much this church means to you and to 

put your money where your hearts are.  Individual and 

collective commitment brings joy and a stronger sense of 

purpose, and reason for being.  

If we are a Hardy congregation, we will be able to look 

back individually and collectively at the difficulties and 



controversies we’ve gone through, take responsibility for our 

respective roles and actions, and learn from them.  

We will not feel powerless, we will not feel hopeless, we 

will not feel discouraged.  We will acknowledge our pain and 

anger, we will intentionally avoid the trap of blaming others.  

Is there anger in and among us?  Is there anguish?  Is there 

disappointment?  Is there sadness?  Is there frustration?  I have 

seen and heard and felt all these emotions.   

The past has not always been fun.  It has not always been 

pretty.  It has been stressful.  But a hardy church can take 

control, can take responsibility, can learn, and can move to a 

new level of resolve and accountability and confidence.  A 

hardy church may be buffeted by external winds.  A hardy 

church will bend to the wind, but will stay on course, the 

course that reflects our values and sense of who we are. 

I have heard it said that this congregation will never 

change, that some members want it to remain a small church, 

that the resolve is not there to grow in number or to expand 

and enrich the congregation’s self-concept and identity.  I have 

heard that this congregation fears change and finds it 



uncomfortable to consider new ways of operating and 

governing.  

I have also heard just the opposite.  I have heard that 

leaders in the church are eager to move forward and to 

continue to work to make changes.  I have seen willingness to 

experiment and to try new approaches to leadership.  I have 

heard visionary statements, and noted visionary thinking that 

would bring change.  I have heard and felt a sense of Challenge 

that knows no fear.  The sense of Challenge that enjoys new 

adventures, and calls for determination and patience to see 

changes through, step by step. 

If we are a Hardy church, our community will truly be a 

beloved community.  Our community will continue to bring 

children, youth and adults together.  The adults in our 

community will continue to share their wisdom and 

knowledge with our children and youth.  This community will 

leave no one behind or leave no one out.   

In this community, no one would be marginalized.  Our 

connectedness and love for one another would transcend and 

diminish disagreements.  A hardy church community is one 



that can transform conflicts into problems that can be solved.  

A Hardy church community embraces diversity and respects 

differences of opinion. 

In a Hardy church, the processes of resolving differences 

and solving problems result in greater respect and greater love, 

and a genuine, whole-hearted sense of Community and 

connectedness.  In a Hardy church, all “I’s” are transformed 

into “We.” 

Living a Hardy life can mitigate illness when people are 

stressed.  And I believe that a Hardy church is a healthy church 

because it has a collective sense of purpose and commitment, 

takes responsibility, accepts challenges, and stays connected 

with threads of love and fellowship. 

I think I know the answer to my question, “Are we a 

Hardy church?”  And if I’m right, nothing can deter us, no one 

can defeat us, no obstacle can stop us, nothing can divide us.  

We will grow in strength, in number, in health, in love.  

Our Hardiness and our health can help us make it so. 

 


