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When the Ground Moves: A Case Study in Black Church
Leadership and Congregational Resilience

By Maria Crompton, D.Min

This doctoral project, When the Ground Moves: A Case Study in Black Church 
Leadership and Congregational Resilience, examines how Black congregations navigate 
disruption and cultivate resilience in the face of significant institutional, relational, 
and contextual shifts. Grounded in both sociological and theological frameworks, this 
study defines congregational resilience as the capacity of a faith community to adapt to 
disruption, mobilize internal and external resources, construct meaning in seasons of 
instability, and maintain its witness within both church and community.

Using Elmwood United Presbyterian Church as a case study, this project explores a 
period of profound transition marked by financial crisis, leadership change, and the 
consolidation of multiple worship sites into a single location. While the initial disruption 
destabilized the congregation’s structures, identity, and sense of continuity, it also created 
conditions for reimagining ministry, strengthening the community, and clarifying the 
church’s mission.

This project draws upon qualitative interviews with church members, focus groups, 
a review of historical documents, conflict management, adaptive change, and Black 
Church literature. It identifies key practices that contributed to Elmwood’s resilience. 
These include engaging community resources, cultivating new practices, and preserving 
a shared sense of identity amid change.

This project argues that resilience is not merely the ability to survive disruption but 
the capacity to be transformed through it. For Black churches, whose histories are 
deeply intertwined with struggle and survival, resilience is both inherited and enacted. 
Ultimately, this study offers a framework for leaders seeking to guide congregations 
through shifting ground, demonstrating that while disruption is inevitable, it can also 
serve as a catalyst for renewal, deeper purpose, and sustained communal impact.
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Rev. Dr. Orlando Evans is committed to excellence in leadership and service. He enjoys a 
life of ministry after serving more than 25 years in Corporate America.

Dr. Evans serves as Senior Associate Pastor at McEachern Memorial United Methodist 
Church (UMC) in Powder Springs, GA. He developed the Asset Mapped Community En-
gagement Model (AMCEM) as a vehicle to authentically connect with neighbors who are 
within the church’s sphere of reach. He also provides strategic oversight over Communi-
cations, Recreation, Outreach, Men’s, and Family Ministries.

Dr. Evans serves as the Co-Chair of the Barnes Administration and Evaluation Team 
(BEAT) that administers grants on behalf of the North Georgia Conference of the UMC. 
He also serves as the 2nd Assistant Chaplain for Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. (Eta 
Lambda Chapter). He owns BowTie Photos, LLC and is one of Atlanta’s premier event 
photography and photobooth operators. 

He earned a Bachelor (BBA) and Master of Business Administration (MBA) from the 
University of Michigan (Ross School of Business).  He also earned a Master of Divinity 
(MDiv) and Doctor of Ministry (DMin) from Emory University (Candler School of The-
ology).  

Dr. Evans enjoys cooking, cycling, and spending time with his teenage children Olivia and 
Ethan.

Rev. Dr. Orlando Evans, D.Min



Rev. Thurselle Chisolm-Williams

The Reverend Thurselle C. Williams was installed as the fifth Senior Pastor of New Hope Baptist Church in East Orange, 
New Jersey, on September 29, 2024, becoming the first woman to serve in this role. A devoted preacher and teacher, 
she has been active in ministry since childhood at New Hope Baptist Church in Newark, where she served in numerous 
leadership roles across education, evangelism, and congregational life.

Rev. Williams holds a Bachelor’s degree in Sociology and African American Studies from Rutgers University, a 
Certificate in Christian Ministry from New York Theological Seminary, and a Master of Divinity with a focus on Social 
Justice from Drew Theological Seminary.

Guided by a passion for service and faith, she is committed to teaching, preaching, and uplifting her community. She 
finds her greatest joy in her family—her husband, Robert, and her children, Yasmine, Gregory, Robert, Rakeim, and 
Rahzear.

Rev. Kelly U. Farrow, Ph.D

 Rev. Dr. Kelly U. Farrow is a visionary womanist theologian, dynamic preacher, and educator whose work spans 
ministry, academia, and business. Known for integrating theology with business ethics, leadership, and ministry 
development, she is recognized as an innovative voice for social justice and community empowerment.

She holds degrees in Business and Bible, an MBA, a Master of Divinity, and a Ph.D. in Higher Education Administration, 
along with specialized training in Black theology and homiletics from Princeton Theological Seminary and Vanderbilt 
University.

Rev. Dr. Farrow serves as a cohort facilitator with The Ministry Collaborative, guiding women in Houston through 
“Sacred Play Practices” that cultivate joy and gratitude. She also teaches homiletics and womanism through Union 
Theological Seminary in partnership with the Bedford Hills Correctional Facility, where she made history by integrating 
womanist theology with the lived experiences of incarcerated Black women.

Learn more at www.DrKellyFarrow.org or follow @DrKellyFarrow on social media.



Rev. Steve Huston

 Steve Huston is a Teaching Elder shaped by decades of service in Presbyterian congregations and denominational 
ministries. Raised at Kirk of the Hills Presbyterian Church in Tulsa, Oklahoma, his early experiences in the wider 
church helped form his lifelong commitment to connectional ministry.

While studying Judaic Studies at Brown University, Steve became part of a multi-ethnic congregation in Providence, 
Rhode Island—an experience that broadened his vision and led him to focus on building diverse local and global mission 
partnerships.

With more than two decades in community ministry, Steve has helped launch a Neighborhood Development 
Corporation and partnered with organizations such as the Boys and Girls Club, Rotary, and Group Workcamps 
Foundation. Internationally, he has supported mission partnerships in Guatemala, Brazil, and Tajikistan, while also 
advocating for human rights and social justice.

Steve believes his calling is to serve people rather than institutions, supporting those who serve their communities. He 
lives in Mahwah, New Jersey, with his wife, Heather.

Rev. Dr. Dana P. Owens

A native of Dayton, Ohio,   Reverend Dr. Dana P. Owens  is the 12th pastor of the historic Messiah Baptist Church in 
East Orange, New Jersey. Having served 20 years as Messiah’s spiritual leader. Rev. Dr. Owens’ journey in ministry 
began after completing his Bachelor of Arts Degree in Communications and African-American Studies from Wright 
State University in Dayton. Seeking to equip himself with the theological tools necessary for ministry, Rev. Dr. Owens 
enrolled at United Theological Seminary in Dayton and later transferred to New York Theological Seminary (NYTS) in 
New York City where he earned a Master of Divinity Degree (M. Div.) and was awarded the Keith A. Russell Student 
Preacher Award. Driven to incorporate community advocacy with his pastoral calling, Rev. Dr. Owens was accepted 
as an Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. Fellow at NYTS and in 2023 earned his Doctor of Ministry Degree.  Rev. Dr. Owens’ 
commitment to community advocacy and social justice extends beyond his pastoral duties. Rev. Owens has been 
married for 26 years to Shalonda Bayless-Owens.



Rev. Dr. Carol Lynn Patterson

The Reverend Doctor Carol Lynn Patterson is a dynamic leader, pastor, and advocate for justice, devoted to preaching, 
teaching, and embodying a liberating gospel. 

Called to First Church in Newark, New Jersey, in November 2024, Dr. Carol leads a congregation committed to 
growing as mature disciples of Jesus Christ, united by the Greatest Commandments and the Great Commission. She 
is the Chief Evangelism Officer of Setting the Captives Free Ministries and founder of the FreeHER nonprofit, where 
she works to dismantle systems of oppression, address gender-based violence, and empower communities to heal and 
thrive.
A gifted preacher and teacher, Dr. Carol is a sought-after speaker nationwide, equipping churches with practical tools 
for discipleship, social justice, and supporting survivors of domestic violence. She is the creator of God’s Glory… Our 
Story, a curriculum connecting Black history with salvation history, and the author of Deceit, a novel that amplifies the 
voices of survivors and promotes healing, alongside its companion Womanist Study Guide.

Before entering ministry, Dr. Carol worked in multicultural marketing communications. She holds degrees from 
Fairleigh Dickinson University, Drew Theological School, and Princeton Theological Seminary, and earned her Doctor 
of Ministry from Drew. She also made history as the first woman ordained at Calvary Baptist Church of Morristown, 
NJ.

Recognized by EBONY Magazine, the NAACP, and Business News NJ, Dr. Carol is a respected thought leader whose 
work bridges faith, justice, and practical ministry for healing and empowerment.

Rev. Drew Kyndall Ross, Ph.D

A native of Baltimore, Maryland, Dr. Ross holds a Bachelor of Arts from Richmond Virginia Seminary; a Master of 
Divinity from The Samuel DeWitt Proctor School of Theology at Virginia Union University, where he received the 
Dr. John W. Kinney Dean’s Scholarship; a Doctor of Ministry in African American Church Growth from Ashland 
Theological Seminary at Ashland University; and a Doctor of Philosophy in Preaching from Clamp Divinity School at 
Anderson University, where his research focuses on homiletics pedagogy.  Dr. Ross is the author of Overcome: A 90-
Day Jump Start to Developing a Healthy Lifestyle. This book is the capstone project of his 100-pound weight loss journey 
that led to a change in his diet, discipline, and spiritual devotion. He is a proud member of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, 
Incorporated, having served as Associate Chaplain for the Eastern Region.



Rev. Shaunda Sutton

 Reverend Shaunda Sutton is a native of White Plains, New York, who accepted Christ at an early age and now serves as 
Executive Minister at Messiah Baptist Church in East Orange, New Jersey. She was baptized and nurtured in ministry at 
First Baptist Church of Mamaroneck, NY.

A lifelong learner, Reverend Sutton has pursued theological training through New Brunswick Theological Seminary, 
Princeton Theological Seminary’s Institute for Youth Ministry, and Logos Institute of Ministry, and is currently working 
toward her Master of Divinity at New Brunswick. She is also a graduate of Howard University and a member of Zeta Phi 
Beta Sorority, Inc.

With over 20 years of corporate experience, including leadership roles at 20th Century Fox Film, she now serves as 
Deputy Director of the dfree® Global Foundation. In this role, she develops and leads initiatives focused on financial 
wellness, including Newark Women Moving Forward, and equips churches and communities through transformative 
workshops and presentations.

Reverend Sutton is the proud mother of Corey and Jordan and draws strength from Psalm 121:1–2, affirming that her 
help comes from the Lord.

Rev. Dolores Watson

Rev. Dolores Watson is the Pastor of First Congregational Christian United Church of Christ, Irvington, NJ.  Rev. Do-
lores Watson is an influential figure in her community, known for her advocacy work.  She has served in various lead-
ership roles within her church and local organizations.  Watson is recognized for her commitment to social justice and 
equality.  She has authored several articles and papers on faith and community service.  Rev. Watson is actively involved 
in mentoring young leaders and promoting education.  Her work has earned her numerous awards and recognition in 
her field.



Rev. Latisha West

 
Rev. L.D. West is an ordained minister, educator, scholar, and justice advocate whose dynamic preaching and teaching 
reflect a deep commitment to community and social transformation. A refreshing millennial voice in today’s church, 
she was the youngest woman licensed and ordained at Christian Love Baptist Church under the late Rev. Dr. Ronald B. 
Christian. She currently is a member of Elmwood United Presbyterian Church.

Rev. West holds a Master of Divinity degree and additional degrees in psychology, world religions, and sports man-
agement, and is currently pursuing her doctorate at Drew University. Blending Spirit and scholarship, she proclaims 
a gospel rooted in love, inclusion, and justice, challenging oppressive systems and bridging faith with contemporary 
culture.

Known for her courage, compassion, and prophetic voice, Rev. West is dedicated to uplifting those on the margins and 
speaking truth to power. Her greatest joy is being a mother to her son, Kairos.

Bishop Pernell

Bishop Timothy L. Pernell Jr. is the Founder and Senior Pastor of Bet HaShem YHWH Episkopos Worldwide Ministries, 
Inc., headquartered in Bloomfield, New Jersey. Since its founding in 1996, the ministry has expanded across the United 
States and internationally, including congregations in Cape Town and Johannesburg, South Africa.

A respected biblical scholar and dynamic leader, Bishop Pernell is known for his profound teaching of Scripture and his 
emphasis on revelatory knowledge of YHWH Elohim and Yahshua. He has ministered internationally throughout the 
Caribbean, Israel, and Africa, equipping leaders and strengthening the global church through apostolic missions.

Before entering full-time ministry, Bishop Pernell studied at the New Jersey Institute of Technology and earned a Bach-
elor of Arts and Sciences in Economics and Finance from Rutgers University. His professional background includes 
roles as a Systems Manager with Moody’s, Merck, and AT&T Bell Labs, as well as service in the United States Army.

He serves in ministry alongside his wife, Pastor Pasha Pernell. Together, they are the proud parents of four children and 
remain committed to faith, family, and advancing the Kingdom worldwide.



Rev. Dr. Amey Victoria Adkins-Jones

Amey Victoria Adkins-Jones joined the Candler faculty in May of 2025 as assistant 
professor of theology and Africana studies. Adkins-Jones came to Candler from Boston 
College, where she served as assistant professor of theology and African and African 
diaspora studies. A constructive theologian and scholar of Black religion, she specializes in 
Mariology, Black feminist and womanist thought, and theological anthropology.

Her first monograph, Immaculate Misconceptions: A Black Mariology (Oxford University 
Press, June 2025), offers a theological account of the global sex trade, centering the Black 
Madonna to examine how Christian theologies of purity and rape intersect with Black 
flesh. She is also the recipient of a Louisville Institute Sabbatical Grant for Researchers to 
support her monograph project See No Evil: Technology, Violence, and the Future of Black Being, 
which explores how visual technologies impact public perception of violence and Black 
death, developing a theological framework for Black protest.

Adkins-Jones is a member of the American Academy of Religion, the American Studies 
Association, the National Women’s Studies Associations, and the Society of Christian 
Ethics.








