Growth, Change and Harmony

The Traditional Linear Model of Change

There are several ways for congregations to talk about and implement change.  By far the most commonly-used model in our churches is the linear method.  We use it because it so often works. Here are the steps of this method.
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1. Problem Identification – If we can agree what the problem is, we are a long way towards its solution.  A careful defining of the issue so that everyone understands what is before them is a key step in the change process.

2. Alternative Solutions – his is the step we often call “brainstorming”.  We invite people to be creative and to suggest as many as alternatives as possible.
3. Decision Making – Once a problem has been identified and alternatives brainstormed, then one alternative is chosen.

4. Implementation – Leadership then implements the decision.
As stated above, the linear model often is the best method for us to use. It works well when:

A. The problem is clear and not complex

B. There is a low level of conflict around the situation

However in today’s world, not all the issues facing the church are clear, and simple.  There is often a high level of conflict and thus trying to use the linear method in these situations only causes frustration and deeper conflict.  Next, let’s look at an alternative method.
The Chaos Model of Change

A chaos model implies messiness, a lack of clarity and a need for wandering.  Many of the issues our churches face today fit this chaos description.  Joh Scherrer, former president of Creative Change, has written:

“No significant change can take place in individuals, groups, or larger organizations, regardless of the pain and possibility present, without a passage through chaos, the world ‘birthing Center’, where fundamental change and innovation comes into being.”
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Pain
Pain is when a congregation begins to feel the pinch or awareness that something is amiss, that there is a gap between what they are currently experiencing and what was or might have been.  For example a church begins to realize that there is a steady decline in membership or worship attendance over many years. Too often churches seek to find a “quick fix solution” that usually doesn’t solve anything.  The key is to stay with the pain for it will provide motivation to look at what is really happening.  Churches often want to deny reality because it is painful. They often think that attendance will increase even if nothing changes.  Staying in the pain long enough to feel it is the first step in this process.
Possibility

Possibility comes out of the pain and is the awareness that something could be achieved for the better.  Possibility is like vision, it’s seeing what could be there in the future.  Pain provides motivation and possibilities provides direction.  For example, for an obese person to lose weight, he or she must be able to see him/herself as thin.  It’s knowing what direction we want to go in.  Pain and possibility are the parents of change.  Caution!  Remember possibility thinking is envisioning what the future might be like without having easy answers on how to get there. (eg. If we would put more ads in the paper people will come, or let’s have a “invite your friend“ campaign).  The next two steps will explain this “fermenting” period of change.

Minus The Box

Have your group try this game.  It will set the stage for this section. Give them a few minutes then share the creative solutions.
Challenging Puzzle Game - Geometrical Figures: 

· You have to create the figure by putting triangles, squares and trapezoids in the way they finally make up the figure shown in the left top corner.  Cut 7 shapes for each person to put together using the solution square as a guide or pattern.





Solution:


The point of this exercise is that to usher in deep change in our congregations we have to look outside the “box” and challenge the assumptions we have long held.  We hold many assumptions about how church should work and that locks us into old patterns.  What we are looking for is change that can’t occur while we are still standing in the box.
The Wilderness

Having touched the pain, held the possibilities, looked inside the box, we should now be ready to move to a solution, right?  Wrong!  In this model of change the above steps then lead us into the wilderness, an empty space where a new pattern may emerge from God. (This is why many churches opt for the lineal method).  The goal in the wilderness is to simply hold on and keep the system in chaos long enough for a creative ne solution to emerge.  A system will come to a new and different place if it can faithfully wait in chaotic wilderness.
Creative and Faithful Choise

Congregations that wait in the wilderness discover new and exciting ways to address issues. New worship services come from here, as to creative missions.  It is like Israel.  If the Hebrew people had only been in the wilderness for 40 days, instead of 40 years, they would have never reorganized to a higher level.  Likewise, congregations  reorganize and leave simple “answers” behind and new models emerge from the chaos.  The role of the leaders is to pay attention long enough, to endure some discomfort and to resist the urge to “fix” things.

The Emotional Cycle of Congregations in Change
A helpful tool during a time of change is a descriptive lens called “the roller coaster of change.” Such a lens helps observers gather information about what a congregation (or some subgroup within the congregation) is experiencing by measuring where people are emotionally and by listening to the content of their feelings. From such a description, leaders can then strategize an appropriate response.

The roller coaster of change is a model that identifies a natural sequence of feelings and relationships that are a part of change. It was first adapted from Ralph G. Hirschowitz by Susan Hassinger, a United Methodist bishop.

A Game 

Before you continue reading, take a few minutes to explore your own feelings during a time of change. Work either alone or with a leadership group.

· Recall a time of great change in your life. It does not matter whether the change was positive and exciting (the birth of a child) or negative and difficult (a divorce or the loss of a job). 

· Begin at the point where you first received news of this change and begin to recall the feelings you experienced as you lived through the change. 

· With attention to the sequence in which you recall the feelings, list them on a sheet of newsprint. 


The roller coaster of change shows a natural progression of feelings we experience in a time of change. And it also shows that the feelings we are experiencing and expressing may offer some indication of how far along we are in accepting and owning the change.



If you played the game above, compare your list of feelings to the roller coaster of change. Do your feelings correspond to or add to the feelings offered in the model? If you were able to identify any sequence of feelings you experienced, did they correlate with a sequence noted in the model? Of course, the model is not definitive; it does not include all the feelings someone may experience in a time of change. Nor is the sequence of feelings and reactions meant to suggest that there is a clear movement from feeling to feeling in the order listed. It does, however, offer insight into the types and groupings of feelings that will be experienced, and it shows that there is a general sequence of feelings.

Excitement

Notice in the roller coaster that when a change is announced, the first response may be one of increased energy and positive feelings. This is a fairly common experience whether or not the news of the change is anticipated and desired. When it is first announced that a baby is expected, wife, husband, and family all feel a great amount of anticipation and celebrate with great joy. When the congregational vote is announced and there is overwhelming support to proceed with building the new facility, there is celebration. But when more difficult news is announced, people have a similar initial response. When a serious disease is finally diagnosed, the response may well be, “Thank God, we finally know what we’re dealing with. Let’s get going and do something about this.” When the vote is taken not to extend the call or contract of a staff person, the initial response may be, "Well, we now know what we have to do. Let's get busy with a staffing study so that we can call the next staff person and get this thing going again."

There is a bit of common wisdom in family systems theory that says that as the family confronts necessary changes, the family usually gets worse before it gets better. What is suggested in the roller coaster of change is the opposite. It often seems as if the congregational system gets better before it gets worse (and then better again). That is, the initial expressions of excitement or relief allow participants to be hopeful that they will be able to march through change untouched.

Leaders and members alike often become discouraged and disillusioned later as members of the congregational system begin to work through more difficult feelings. For example, following the initial excitement and acceptance of adding a new contemporary worship service to attract younger people from the community, clergy and music directors may be dismayed at the expressions of loss and anger members register about the changes in worship and music. Or leaders get upset with the number of complaints from long-term members about lack of attention to and reduced programs for older members. The leaders can recall these same members initially supporting the new programming and staffing priorities directed to youth when the retired visitation pastor moved to another community.

It is not uncommon for leaders and members to have a sense of betrayal or disappointment that things did not go smoothly after the initial response of people pulling together and the excitement of people wanting to see changes implemented. It is helpful and healthy for leaders to be aware of the positive energy that often begins the cycle of change. And leaders need to know that these positive feelings are naturally followed by more difficult feelings and a loss of energy. This information allows leaders to avoid feeling blindsided by the criticisms they will experience from the very same people who initially offered support and expressed relief. Leaders can then interpret the changes in congregational attitudes to members who remember the initial enthusiasm and begin to worry that “we’re losing support” as the more difficult feelings begin to be expressed.

Significantly, leaders can depersonalize the criticisms and concerns they will hear. Being aware that the initial enthusiasm will run a natural cycle through some level of anger and depression helps leaders to be less personally sensitive to criticisms that will be leveled at them. And such awareness may help to alleviate some worry about having personally failed at leading the congregation in change.

Systems (such as congregations) naturally seek balance or equilibrium. This search for equilibrium is often experienced by leaders as resistance to the change they are seeking. In fact, as the cycle of feelings in the congregation runs from enthusiasm to anger or depression, many leaders interpret the shift as evidence of personal criticism from members or other leaders. Rather, the shift may be the natural workings of a healthy system seeking stability. Changing systems balance and stabilize themselves by using positive and negative feedback loops.

Feedback loops are the bits of information within the system (or congregation) that are used to keep internal fluctuations within acceptable and sustainable norms. “Positive” and “negative” as descriptors of feedback loops are not evaluative terms. They do not mean “good” and “bad” feedback loops. Rather a “positive” feedback loop is an “excitor.” It tells the system that it is too calm. It is like an alarm clock that tells you that you are too calm and inactive when you sleep and it is time to be up and moving. So it gives you positive—that is, stimulating—information. It is like the initial enthusiasm the congregation offers in response to an announced change that suggests, “Let’s get going!”

In contrast, a “negative” feedback loop is information that is introduced into the system to slow it down. It inhibits the change and acts like a speeding ticket. The most common response we have after receiving a speeding ticket is to slow down and to be very conscious of our speed. Similarly, the initial enthusiasm in the congregation about change will often be followed with more difficult feelings that will act as speeding tickets, that is, negative information that will slow the change down and try to restore a feeling of stability. By using both positive and negative feedback loops, the congregational system will try to keep itself intact and healthy as it rides the roller coaster of change.

An easy example of this is the rather common experience of tickling a baby. When you initially start to pay attention to the baby and tickle him or her, the baby laughs and giggles in response. The laughter is a positive feedback loop. The baby's response gives you encouraging information that the play is pleasurable and that the baby wants you to continue. The laughter “excites” your participation in the play, and you continue to tickle and perhaps to laugh yourself. When the baby is overstimulated by your play, however, he or she will begin to cry. The tickling pleasure has reached its upper limit and is now being experienced as discomfort, and the baby immediately offers a negative feedback loop by crying. This clearly tells you to slow down. Our most natural instinct at that point is to hug and cuddle the baby to help him or her reestablish a feeling of comfort and stability.

In most cases the crying is not intentional resistance to your tickling, and it is not evidence that you have been bad or done something wrong by stimulating the baby. It is not information you necessarily need to personalize. But it is information. It tells you what the baby is experiencing and what the baby needs from you next. The emotional cycle of the congregation as it moves from excitement through depression and on provides, similarly, information. It is important for leaders to identify how they are feeling and how others in the congregation are feeling to help them know what the congregation needs from them next.

Adapted from Leading Change in the Congregation: Spiritual and Organizational Tools for Leaders, copyright © 1998 by the Alban Institute. All rights reserved. 
One of the challenges of leaders is that it ios never easy to determine just where the majority of the congregation is on the roller coaster.  In reality there will often be people all over the spectrum during a time of change, but with good listening we can discover where the majority of the congregation are in the process.  Leaders are often ahead of the congregation in this emotional model, because leaders have to deal with the issues first.  So often leaders will need to “reach back” and help church members through the roller coaster.
