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Crisis Management and Communications: Implementing Strategies to
Protect God’s and the Institution’s Honor
By Dr. Chi-Chung Keung
“A good name is more desirable than great riches; to be esteemed is better than silver or gold.”
Proverbs 22:1 (NIV)

In an age of unprecedented visibility and volatility, Christian institutions face both
operational and spiritual risks: the risk of damaging the testimony of Christ through mismanaged
crises. Whether in churches, colleges, nonprofits, or global ministries, crises—ranging from
moral failures and governance breakdowns to cyberattacks and natural disasters—pose a dual

threat to the mission and the honor of the One whom these institutions ultimately serve.

This paper addresses the urgent need for biblically grounded, ethically sound, and
operationally practical crisis management and communication strategies. Unlike secular models
that prioritize image and liability, Christian organizations are called to reflect Christ even in their
darkest moments, stewarding resources and people and God’s name and reputation among the

nations (Ezekiel 36:22-23; 2 Corinthians 5:20).

This paper aims to equip the stewards of God’s enterprises with the courage, clarity, and
competence needed to lead faithfully in times of disruption. When handled well, a crisis becomes

not a grave threat but a gateway to deeper witness, stronger culture, and renewed mission.

I. Theological and Ethical Foundations for Crisis Management
Christian institutions are more than legal entities; they are, in a biblical sense, extensions

of God’s household (1 Timothy 3:15). This means that a crisis at a Christian college, NGO, or
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church is not only a leadership challenge—it is a spiritual moment of stewardship. In Ezekiel
36:22, God rebukes Israel not merely for breaking the law, but for profaning His name among the
nations. Likewise, Paul tells the Corinthian believers, “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as
though God were making his appeal through us” (2 Corinthians 5:20). Thus, every public act—

including crisis response—is a proclamation of who God is.

While worldly crisis management often relies on denial, repositioning, or legal
minimalism, Scripture demands truth in the inward being (Psalm 51:6). Honor is not simply
reputational—it is covenantal. Christian leaders must resist the temptation to protect the

institution at the expense of the Gospel.

The Apostle Paul models this when addressing a crisis of leadership and sin in the Corinthian
church. Instead of concealing the problem, he exposes it with clarity and grief (2 Corinthians

7:8-10), leading to repentance and restoration. This biblical model emphasizes:

e Naming sin truthfully

o Responding redemptively

o Restoring trust transparently

Research shows that when leaders apologize with moral clarity, institutional trust can be
restored—even elevated. However, this only works if the apology aligns with ethical
expectations and spiritual integrity. Frandsen and Johansen (2010) describe the rise of the “meta-
apology,” in which leaders no longer apologize for wrongdoing but for unintended

consequences—an approach incompatible with biblical repentance.

Instead, Christian institutions should model confessional clarity. This involves:
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e (learly articulating responsibility (James 5:16)

o Offering repair, not merely regret

e Centering God’s reputation above institutional survival

I1. Types of Crisis and Institutional Challenges

Zdziarski, Dunkel, & Rollo (2020) work on crisis preparedness and articulate four key
indicators that determine institutional readiness: (a) types of crises anticipated, (b) the phase of
crisis management addressed, (c) systems in place, and (d) stakeholder engagement. This section
explores these elements and their spiritual and strategic implications for leaders who are called
not just to respond to disruption, but to do so in ways that preserve the honor of Christ’s name.

Christian institutions are not immune to the crises that impact secular organizations. They are
susceptible to a full spectrum of crisis categories, including:

e Moral failures (e.g., leadership misconduct, abuse, ethical breaches)

e Operational breakdowns (e.g., financial collapse, cybersecurity breaches)

e Public controversies (e.g., theological disputes, culture war conflicts)

e Natural or health emergencies (e.g., COVID-19, school shootings, hurricanes)

What separates redemptive organizations from reactive ones is not the absence of crises,
but the quality of response. Case studies from organizations such as Ravi Zacharias International
Ministries (RZIM) and Willow Creek Community Church demonstrate that failing to
acknowledge wrongdoing quickly and transparently only deepens the damage. As Frandsen and
Johansen (2010) argue, crisis apologies that are vague, culturally tone-deaf, or legalistic are not

merely ineffective—they erode moral capital.
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Crisis management is not a singular event but a lifecycle with multiple phases. Zdziarski,

Dunkel, & Rollo's (2020) five-phase model (2006) includes:

1. Prevention

2. Preparation

3. Response

4. Recovery

5. Learning

From a faith-based perspective, this aligns beautifully with a biblical pattern of watchfulness
(1 Peter 5:8), preparation (Proverbs 27:12), faithful response (2 Timothy 4:2), restoration (Isaiah

61:4), and discipleship through lessons learned (Hebrews 12:11).

Effective crisis readiness requires more than good intentions. It demands systems—
communication protocols, training programs, leadership delegation, and clear organizational
flow. As Valackiene (2010) states, “crisis solutions bring positive consequences when handled
with clarity, structure, and strategic communication.” In Valackiene’s model for crisis
communication, corporate entities are urged to integrate internal systems (staff readiness) with

external strategies (media, community, donor engagement).

Christian institutions must extend this principle with added theological weight: aligning

systems with scriptural truth. This means equipping leaders to:

e Discern spiritual and organizational vulnerabilities

e Communicate clearly and redemptively across audiences
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e Activate a prepared leadership team guided by faith and facts

e Document and debrief crises for institutional memory and spiritual growth

Crisis management in Christian contexts must prioritize relational stewardship.
Institutions are accountable not only to boards and accreditors, but also to students, families,
donors, pastors, community partners, and—most importantly—to God.

Keung (2023), in his study of new college presidents, emphasizes that institutional
change, especially during crisis, depends on relationship-centered leadership. His findings show
that ethical leaders prioritize student needs and transparent communication establishes
sustainable change, even in turbulent seasons. This aligns with Kotter’s (2012) theory of change
leadership, which underscores the importance of stakeholder buy-in and clear moral purpose.

Christian leaders must avoid transactional communication in crisis and adopt an
incarnational posture—entering into stakeholders' pain, offering hope, and telling the truth with
grace.

Finally, the global nature of communication magnifies every local crisis. As Frandsen and
Johansen (2010) demonstrate in their study of Pope Benedict XVI’s controversial Regensburg
lecture, crisis responses must consider the institution’s internal culture and the complex,
multicultural audience that digital platforms reach. In a globalized world, what one group

considers a sufficient apology may be seen as inadequate or insincere by another.

For international ministries and Christian institutions serving cross-cultural audiences, this
means developing communication strategies that are contextually aware yet theologically

grounded. Faithfulness in crisis communication may require:

o Translating responses for diverse cultures and platforms
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e Anticipating cross-cultural interpretation gaps

o Emphasizing humility, restitution, and theological consistency

As such, organizations must train leaders in risk management and cross-cultural apologetic

communication skills, which are deeply needed in today’s borderless crisis landscape.

Crises are inevitable, but unfaithfulness in response is not. Christian institutions must
acknowledge their unique role, not merely as organizations but as living testimonies of God’s
character. As such, crisis management must be an act of stewardship, worship, and discipleship,
always with the aim of honoring God, restoring trust, and bearing witness to the Gospel through

integrity.

I1I. Institutional Culture and Faith Identity

Every Christian institution carries both a visible mission and an invisible culture. While the
mission is often declared in theological statements and value propositions, the institutional
culture—how people behave, relate, and lead—ultimately determines whether crisis response

will reflect the character of Christ or conform to organizational self-preservation.

Culture is the invisible lens through which all crisis management is filtered. As Keung (2023)
notes in his research on new college presidents, leaders often fail not because they lack vision,
but because they underestimate the gravitational pull of institutional culture. A culture that prizes
silence, deference to authority, or image protection may resist transparency, even when the
Gospel calls for it.

Keung’s study highlights that presidents who listened deeply, respected institutional history,

and built relational credibility were more successful in navigating change—even during turbulent
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or crisis-prone seasons. This insight has profound implications for crisis communication: leaders

must not only respond to the crisis but also lead through the culture that interprets it.

Faith identity is often seen as a doctrinal foundation or spiritual mission in Christian
organizations. However, in practice, it should shape daily decisions, power structures,
communication patterns, and ethical posture. During a crisis, an institution’s faith identity must

serve as a compass, not a shield.

Unfortunately, some organizations use their faith branding as a veneer to obscure failure,
invoking grace while resisting accountability. But true Gospel-centered identity compels us to
model confession (1 John 1:9), seek reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18), and uphold justice

(Micah 6:8) even when it hurts reputationally.

When institutional culture and faith identity align with Scripture, crisis becomes not merely

survivable but redemptive. Such alignment enables:

« Swift and humble confession when sin is uncovered.

e Proactive transparency that invites stakeholder trust.

o Theological consistency in messaging, action, and restoration.

Leaders must regularly assess cultural norms through a biblical lens. For example, does your
institution prize loyalty over truth? Do senior leaders suppress dissent in the name of unity? Do

biblical values shape both boardroom policies and classroom practices?

Culture is either formed intentionally or by default. As Christian institutions grow
increasingly complex and globally connected, faithful leaders must cultivate cultures that

embody integrity, humility, and hope—even in moments of failure.
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This is especially vital in the context of global witness. As the COVID-19 pandemic has
shown, trust is not only local—it is global. According to Malecki, Keating & Safdar (2020),
trusted voices, such as clinicians in health crises, can shape public perception and alleviate
anxieties. Similarly, trusted church leaders and external partners can reinforce credibility during
a crisis, especially across cultural boundaries. Christian organizations must proactively identify

and engage these trusted messengers before crisis strikes.

IV. Communication Ethics and Strategy

In moments of institutional crisis, communication is not just damage control—it is spiritual
formation in public. The messaging that Christian institutions deliver in the wake of moral
failure, operational breakdown, or public controversy can either reinforce the testimony of the
Gospel or erode it. To communicate faithfully in a crisis is to embody the ministry of

reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18) with courage, humility, and theological conviction.

A biblically centered communication model is enriched by global crisis research. It integrates
best practices from the corporate sector, theological ethics, and practical ministry wisdom,
providing Christian leaders with a strategic yet spiritual blueprint for communicating with clarity

and honor in times of crisis.

Crisis communication is often treated as a technical or legal process. But for Christians, it is
also a form of witness. As Frandsen and Johansen (2010) argue in their examination of the
Vatican’s apology following the Regensburg lecture crisis, public statements are not merely
rhetorical—they are ethical. Christian leaders must go beyond media management and embody
what Hearit (2006) calls “apologetic ethics”: truth-telling with transparency, moral

acknowledgment, and an orientation toward restoration, not just reputation.
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This is echoed in Psalm 15:2, which commends the one “whose walk is blameless, who does
what is righteous, who speaks the truth from their heart.” Institutions that communicate from this
place of integrity may suffer temporarily in public standing, but they gain long-term credibility in

the eyes of God and those who seek spiritual authenticity.

Hearit (2006) outlines a seven-point model of an ethically sound corporate apology, which

includes:

o Acknowledgment of wrongdoing

e Acceptance of responsibility

e Explanation of what went wrong

e Expression of regret

e Demonstration of repentance

e Efforts to repair harm

e Request for forgiveness

When applied to Christian institutions, these elements align seamlessly with biblical
repentance and reconciliation processes (see Psalm 51; Luke 15; Matthew 18:15-17).
Unfortunately, many Christian organizations substitute defensiveness or vague remorse in place
of clear repentance. As Frandsen and Johansen (2010) note, the Vatican’s layered responses
following the Regensburg controversy demonstrated a struggle between theological conviction

and political diplomacy—tesulting in public confusion and repeated demands for “true” apology.

To model Gospel-centered communication, institutions should emphasize:

o Transparency over defensiveness

e Truth over spin
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o Repentance over regret

« Restoration over avoidance

This includes directly naming the offense, accepting institutional responsibility, and offering

a clear plan of redemptive action, regardless of legal or public relations pressure.

Valackiene (2010) presents a model for “efficient corporate communication” that, while
rooted in secular research, has deep resonance with biblical values. The study advocates for
proactive communication planning, internal and external message alignment, stakeholder-
centered narratives, and ethically grounded corporate image restoration. These align with the
Apostle Paul’s injunction to “conduct yourselves wisely toward outsiders, making the most of

every opportunity” (Colossians 4:5, NRSV).

To translate this into a theological-communications hybrid, Christian institutions should

develop:

e Crisis communication protocols that include Scripture-based language options and

pastoral responses.

e Message maps grounded in both theological truths and factual clarity.

o Training for spokespersons in apologetic ethics, theological humility, and contextual

sensitivity.

o Digital engagement guidelines for tone, content, and timing to avoid reactive or harmful

messaging.

For example, after a scandal involving leadership misconduct, an institution’s response

should avoid euphemisms such as “personal failure” and instead reflect biblical accountability:
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“Our leadership has sinned, and we are walking in a process of repentance and restoration before

God and our community.”

The global reach of Christian organizations—especially those operating transnationally—
requires crisis communication that considers the spiritual, social, and cultural nuances of diverse
stakeholders. What constitutes “sincere regret” in a Western context may fall flat in Eastern or

African communities that expect collective responsibility or visible acts of penance.

Frandsen & Johansen (2010) further assert that apology strategies must reflect cultural
sensitivity and contextual intelligence, especially in international environments where
expressions of remorse, hierarchy, and communal expectations differ significantly. Christian
institutions must be prepared to adapt their messaging, without compromising the truth, while
also being culturally sensitive.

As Keung (2023) noted, today’s leaders must navigate diverse stakeholder expectations:
boards, students, donors, the media, government agencies, and global faith partners. Effective

messaging in a crisis is therefore:

Contextualized: customized for audience, culture, and channel.

o Consistent: unchanging in theological tone and institutional stance.

o Compassionate: infused with pastoral presence and emotional intelligence.

e Collaborative: involving internal teams (legal, theological, communications, pastoral) to

ensure alignment.

Communication in crisis is not merely about words—it is about witness. In times of

disruption, Christian leaders are uniquely positioned to demonstrate a countercultural, kingdom-

International Consultation on Enterprise Risk Management for Churches and Nonprofits, May 6-9, 2025



Chi-Chung Keung, Ed.D. Page 1

centered model of truth-telling, repentance, and redemption. By integrating biblical ethics,
stakeholder sensitivity, and strategic clarity, institutions can transform crisis moments into

testimony platforms—preserving God’s honor and pointing people to His grace.

V. Practical Tools and Implementation Strategies

Establishing a cross-functional Crisis Response Team (CRT) is essential when an
emergency arises. Frequent meetings and training among the team members are essential to
avoid the need for first-time introductions during the pressures of a crisis. Additionally, backups
for these representatives must be identified, along with emergency contact information, in the
event they are needed. Members of the team should include:

e Executive leaders

e Communications professionals

o Legal/HR advisors

e Health and law enforcement officials

e Chaplains or theology faculty (as needed)

e Student and donor representation (as needed)

This team must be trained regularly in crisis simulation exercises and empowered to act
decisively and biblically. Additionally, an effective crisis response prioritizes messaging that
addresses all key audiences—students, faculty, staft, donors, board members, media, parents, and
others—with clarity and consistency.

When addressing and communicating crises, leaders should also be equipped in advance
with:

e Scripture-infused templates for moral and operational crises

International Consultation on Enterprise Risk Management for Churches and Nonprofits, May 6-9, 2025



Chi-Chung Keung, Ed.D. Page 1

e Prewritten obituaries for iconic figures and key leaders
e Restoration paths for repentant leaders, rooted in Matthew 18 and Galatians 6
e Spiritual trauma protocols for those harmed by institutional sin

For ministries with global reach or diverse cultural constituents:

o Translate crisis communications into relevant languages

e Train leaders in cultural communication ethics and honor-shame frameworks

e Include indigenous leaders in message planning and delivery

e Avoid Western-centric assumptions in timing, tone, and restitution

Tools alone do not save institutions—faithful people using wise tools do. Every Christian
leader must be equipped not only with theology but also with strategic literacy. Every board must
support systems that reflect God’s holiness, not just public reputation. By institutionalizing
Christ's values into crisis systems and training, organizations can steward God’s name well, even
in their most vulnerable moments.

Oftentimes, it is not “what is being said,” but “how it is being said.” Insights from
Schultz, Utz & Goritz, (2011). caution Christian leaders to match their message to the medium.
A video from a board chair will carry more emotional and theological weight than a tweet.
Online communication must reflect the same humility, theological integrity, and care as a
Sunday sermon. Understanding your audience can also dictate the message's frequency, breadth,
and depth. In today’s information overload environment, not only is a statement to the media
required from an organization, but the same message must also be repeated on platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, TikTok, X, and YouTube. Donors and key alumni may require

personalized emails, text messages, or phone calls to ensure they receive the organization's
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message first, rather than hearing about it on social media.

The COVID-19 crisis offered a key lesson for Christian institutions with international
visibility: trust must be global, not just local. According to Malecki, Keating, & Safdar (2021),
clinicians became trusted public figures not because they had all the answers, but because they
offered clarity, presence, and concern.

Christian institutions should identify and cultivate external trusted messengers—such as
mission leaders, denominational heads, and partner organizations—who can publicly affirm the
integrity of the response and offer reassurance to global audiences. These individuals enhance
the institution's credibility and reflect its connection to the broader Christian community.

In today’s digital age, silence during a crisis is rarely an accepted option. In fact, silence
is often interpreted as ignorance or apathy. One of the best tools available to organizations during
a crisis is a holding statement. A holding statement is a brief, initial response issued in the early
moments of a crisis. It serves four critical functions:

e Acknowledges that something has occurred

e Expresses concern, compassion, or lament

e Reassures that appropriate actions are underway

e Buys time to gather facts and prayerfully prepare a full statement

An example of a holding statement would be similar to the following:

“We are aware of a developing situation related to [brief context]. We are actively
investigating the facts and will update our community as soon as possible. In the meantime, we
ask for your prayers, patience, and grace as we respond with integrity and care.”

This simple gesture can preserve trust, reduce speculation, and reflect a pastoral

presence—even before all the facts are known. Immediate communication assures your audience
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that the organization is aware of the situation, is proactively investigating, and demonstrates care
and interest for those impacted. The key to a successful holding statement is the reassurance that
more information will be provided once it is available. This simple step allows the organization
the time needed to seek counsel and gather the required information to provide accurate and

timely information throughout the crisis.

VI. Conclusion

Christian institutions serve as witnesses to Christ's character in the public square. Crisis
moments—though painful—are sacred opportunities to demonstrate the Gospel with integrity,
transparency, and humility. This paper has outlined biblically grounded, operationally sound
strategies for responding to crisis in ways that protect not only institutional continuity but also

God’s honor.

Leaders must not retreat into silence or spin but step forward in repentance and
responsibility. Faith identity must be integrated into every phase of crisis planning—from
prevention to learning. Culture must be continually shaped to reflect the Kingdom of God, not
merely the traditions of the organization. Communication must be theologically faithful, globally

aware, and strategically clear.

Ultimately, our stewardship of crisis is not about preserving reputation, but proclaiming
redemption. May our institutions become places where the Gospel is seen most clearly not in our

perfection, but in how we respond to our brokenness—with truth, love, and hope.
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Abstract

In an era of global scrutiny, institutional fragility, and increasing moral complexity,
Christian institutions face crisis moments that test their operations and witness. This paper
presents a biblically grounded, ethically sound, and operationally strategic crisis management
and communication framework titled "Crisis Management and Communications: Implementing
Strategies to Protect God’s and the Institution’s Honor." Drawing from both Scripture and recent
scholarship, the paper integrates theological principles, empirical research, and practical tools to
equip Christian administrators, faculty, and leaders to respond to crises in ways that reflect the

Gospel and preserve institutional integrity.

The study synthesizes academic sources on crisis preparedness, leadership response,
apologetic ethics, and strategic communication in both corporate and Christian higher education
contexts. Key frameworks include Zdziarski’s five-phase crisis model, Hearit’s theory of
apologetic ethics, and strategic communication insights from Valackiene. Additional insight is
gained from global crisis case studies and communication analysis, particularly on media

strategies and trusted external messengers.

Practical tools such as stakeholder message matrices, theological apology templates, and
executive training systems are proposed to aid implementation. A central thesis emerges:
Christian leaders are stewards not only of resources and reputations, but of God’s honor. When
crisis strikes, faithful communication becomes a form of worship and witness. This paper calls
institutional leaders to embrace a redemptive, strategic, and globally contextualized posture of

leadership that protects the integrity of the Gospel in a watching world.
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