Emory University Piedmont Project Working Syllabus Draft
Leadership and Land: Reimagining Land Use for Churches and Non-Profits
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A Cross-Listed Candler School of Theology/Oxford College Course


The creation of this course is prompted by a growing interest among theological school students in the repurposing of vast land tracks attached to Christian churches across North America. As utilization of church-related spaces and places evolves, students are thinking about diversified revenue streams for legacy properties and also land uses that more fulsomely support church communities and the broader communities of which they are a part. Several other progressive Protestant seminaries have working farms and teach agriculture to students interested in developing community gardens or production urban farming.

After meeting with Daniel Parson, Oxford College Farmer/Educator, a vision emerged to offer a course that would begin to meet both the interests of seminarians at Candler in learning agricultural skills and techniques alongside broader discussions of land stewardship and invite Oxford College students into an interdisciplinary conversation at the farm while also fostering relationships with Atlanta-campus communities. I am currently working with Molly McGehee, Oxford’s Interim Senior Associate Dean of Academic Affairs, to develop the curriculum to satisfy an “experiential learning” general education requirement in the Oxford campus curriculum.

The following course outline represents a potential tentative plan for a fall semester course in a fall-spring sequence (each 1.5 credits) that would be cross-listed in environmental science and religion at Oxford and in “church and community” and “leadership and administration” at Candler.



Leadership and Land: Reimagining Land Use for Churches and Non-Profits

Fall 2026 – 1.5 credits
Alternating Fridays 9am-Noon
Location: Oxford College Farm
Grading: Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory

Syllabus Revised August 6, 2025


Instructors: 
Rev. Soren M. Hessler, Ph.D., Assistant Professor in the Practice of Leadership and Administration, Candler School of Theology
Daniel Parson, M.S., Farmer/Educator, Oxford College Farm

Course Goal: 
Students will have a working knowledge of literature, scholarship, and techniques related to the responsible use and management of land associated with churches and non-profits in United States contexts, be able to identify and articulate organizational and community contexts, and synthesize appropriate strategies to provide institutional leadership.

Class Organization:
Most class meetings will have three foci and be organized into three interrelated segments:
1) Active learning engagement with a topic or theory presented in the literature read for the class. In a week where students are reading about Asset-Based Community Development, this might include an activity where students work in small groups to prepare an asset map for a particular locale.
2) Agriculture knowledge and techniques demonstration with a member of the Oxford Farm team. This segment would be led by Daniel Parson or a member of the farm’s team and introduce students to basic knowledge and techniques related to land use for agriculture. On a week showcasing organic farming practices, this would include a walking engagement of the farm’s organic management techniques, equipment, and assets.
3) Land-based skills development. A final segment of each class meeting would be devoted to student participation in the work of the farm. For example, during an appropriate season, students would spend approximately an hour harvesting and packing a particular crop at the farm.

Assessment:
Students will be engaged in learning by doing and keep a biweekly journal of reflections on their learning, what they have found helpful, and how they see themselves utilizing skills gained.

Undergraduate students will be asked to prepare a 5 page land use plan for an organization or community with which they are familiar.

Graduate students will be asked to prepare a 10 page strategy document at the end of the course detailing a land leadership strategy for a particular church or non-profit organization.

Course Outline:

Week 1 – Rethinking Relationship with Land

Smith, Mitzi J. “Water is a Human Right, but It Ain’t Free: A Womanist Reading of John 4:1-42.” In Womanist Sass and Talk Back: Social (In)Justice, Intersectionality, and Biblical Interpretation. Cascade, 2018: 7-27.

Ochoa Espejo, Paulina. “Our Place on Earth: Territory, Property, and the Sources of Human Entitlement.” In Assembling Futures: Economy, Ecology, Democracy, and Religion, edited by Jennifer Quigley and Catherine Keller. Fordham University Press, 2024: 7-25.

Warren, Audrey; Carter, Kenneth H., Jr. “#MrRogersLife.” In Fresh Expressions of People over Property: Scripture, Stories, and Strategies to Help People of Faith Reimagine Their Space. Abingdon, 2020: 55-72.

Agriculture Knowledge and Technique: Intro to organic farming practices

Week 3 – Evolving Organizational Land Use

Warren, Audrey; Carter, Kenneth H., Jr. “#RealLIfe.” In Fresh Expressions of People over Property: Scripture, Stories, and Strategies to Help People of Faith Reimagine Their Space. Abingdon, 2020: 73-92.

Jennings, Willie James. “Foreword.” In Gone for Good? Negotiating the Coming Wave of Church Property Transition, edited by Mark Elsdon. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2024: xi-xv. 

Elsdon, Mark. “Introduction: What Happens When Churches are Gone?” and “Conclusion: Making More and Better Soup.” In Gone for Good? Negotiating the Coming Wave of Church Property Transition, edited by Mark Elsdon. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2024: xvi-16, 268-276. 

Agriculture Knowledge and Technique: Basic food systems focused on small-scale agriculture

Week 5 - Asset-Based Community Development

Edgar, John. “The Glass is Half Full.” In A Front Porch for All People. Cascade, 2023: 15-24.

Stackhouse, Rochelle A. “Saving Sacred Spaces as Community Assets.” In Gone for Good? Negotiating the Coming Wave of Church Property Transition, edited by Mark Elsdon. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2024: 34-47

Vandersall, Mieke. “St. Lydia’s: How One Faith Community Transformed Their Money Narrative.” In Crisis & Care: Meditations on Faith and Philanthropy, edited by Dustin D. Benac and Erin Weber-Johnson. Cascade Books, 2021: 104-110.

Agriculture Knowledge and Technique: Native plants/field botany

Week 7 – Financing New Futures

Elrod, James L., Jr. “Sustainable Church.” In Creating Financially Sustainable Congregations. Church Publishing Inc, 2021: 101-111.

Lindner, Eileen. “Church Property in a Diminishing Religious Footprint.” In Gone for Good? Negotiating the Coming Wave of Church Property Transition, edited by Mark Elsdon. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2024: 18-33. 

Graves. Joe. “Ministry Action Plan.” In The Progressive Planter: A Handbook for Ecclesial Entrepreneurs. Abingdon, 2025: 41-51.

Agriculture Knowledge and Technique: Marketing/Financial planning for farms 

Week 9 – Reflecting on Assets

Hessler, Soren M. “Relics in the Chapel: On the Dangers Inherent in Experiential Learning.” In With the Best of Intentions: Interreligious Missteps and Mistakes, edited by Lucinda Mosher, Elinor J. Pierce, and Or N. Rose. Orbis Books, 2023: 49-52.

D’Souza, Aruna. “Public Art and Monumentality.” In Elevated: Art on the High Line, edited by Cecilia Alemani. Monacelli, 2024: 18-23.

Agriculture Knowledge and Technique: Basic Ecology

Week 11 – Particularity of Place

Heath, Rachel A. “The Power of Place During a Pandemic: Relation, Difference, and Entanglement in Multifaith and Interreligious Encounter.” In Deep Understanding for Divisive Times: Essays Marking a Decade of the Journal of Interreligious Studies, edited by Lucinda Allen Mosher, Axel Marc Oaks Takacs, Or N. Rose, and Mary Elizabeth Moore. Interreligious Studies Press, 2020: 45-50.

Rosenblatt, Adam. “Revisiting Public Space.” In Cemetery Citizens: Reclaiming the Past and Working for Justice in American Burial Grounds. Stanford University Press, 2024, 172-185.

Duggan, Patrick. “The Case for Missional Remaining Missional.” In Gone for Good? Negotiating the Coming Wave of Church Property Transition, edited by Mark Elsdon. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2024: 58-73. 

Agriculture Knowledge and Technique: Cover cropping and crop rotation planning

Week 13 – Articulating a Theology or Theory of Land Use

DeMeyer, Joanna M.; Harris, Mandi; Iniguez, David; Mendoza, Angeles. “Intergenerational Responsibility: What We Owe the Past, Present, and Future. In Indigenous Critical Reflections on Traditional Ecological Knowledge, edited by Lara A. Jacobs. Oregon State University Press, 2025: 246-250.

Moore, Mary Elizabeth. “Practicing Stewardship with Creation.” In Ministering with the Earth. Chalice, 1998: 165-169.

Sit, Tyler. “Opening: Why We Stay Awake.” In Staying Awake: The Gospel for Changemakers. Chalice, 2021: xv-xxvi.

Agriculture Knowledge and Technique: Predator/Pest interactions
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