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Leading change in congregations 
 

Kevin Ward, Candour, June/July 2007 
 

In a time of drastic change, its the learners who inherit the future. The learned find themselves 

equipped to live in a world that no longer exists. Eric Hoffer 

 

Most of us are aware today of the need to transition the church from models that worked in a previous 

era, but clearly are inadequate in the very different context we find ourselves in today. One of the 

University courses I have taught this year has been called Studying Congregations. One student in the 

class was a Presbyterian minister of considerable experience. He wrote in his final assignment, that 

“an unprecedented focus in the PCANZ has risen to this formidable challenge. The assumption is 

made of course that ministers and leaders who want to lead and manage change already know how to! 

This assumption is not in my view valid… In many ways ministers of my ilk were taught to map read 

on well marked roads, not navigate on stormy seas. Changes are significant and irreversible – while 

tomorrow continues to arrive ahead of schedule, yesterday can never be revisited.” My engagement 

with a wide variety of ministers doing post graduate study in courses I teach as well as in seminars I 

run around the country would concur with this assessment. 

 

1. Change today 

 

This situation is made even more challenging, because not only has the need to lead and manage 

change become a critical element of pastoral leadership, but the very nature of change itself has 

changed. There are two critical issues. 

(1) The way in which we view and engage with change itself has changed. Change used to be 

episodic. It was about movement from an old stable situation, through a period of instability, to the 

new stable situation. It didn’t happen very often and took place within the traditional framework. The 

issue today is very different. Change is continuous and permanent. It is a world of constant white 

water. Part of the challenge of pastoral leadership is that we are responsible at same time for leading 

change and providing stability. Our communities demand change and reward us for stability. 

(2) We are now in a time of diversity and divergence. After World War II it was a time of great 

conformity and convergence. Charles Handy, a leading business thinker suggests these are two 

different conditions leaders face. 

a. Convergence: When everybody in the group is asked the same question you get a similar answer. 

This was the world of the 1940s, 50s and early 60s. Votes were taken because consensus was viewed 

as the resolution to problems. Everybody would buy into the result and go along with the decision. 

b. Divergence. The questions are the same, but the answers are different. Votes no longer solve 

problems as everybody does not converge around the dominant view. They keep working for their 

own divergent view or leave and form a new party or church, to further their view. This is much 

messier and it is difficult for leaders raised in a consensus world to understand. And most of our 

leaders were raised in that. It is why so many of our processes do not work.  

 

The world of constant change (“white water rafting”) that we live in confronts congregations and 

ministers with ongoing challenges that require new ways of thinking and responding, ways of 

responding  that Ronald Heifetz in Leadership Without Easy Answers calls “adaptive” rather than 

“technical”. Technical responses are responses to routine problems that are clearly definable and have 

relatively fixed solutions that are based on what others in the tradition have already done. In contrast 

“adaptive work consists of the learning required to address conflicts in the values that people hold, or 

to diminish the gap between the values people stand for and the reality they face. Adaptive work 

requires a change in values, belief or behaviour.” Many of the challenges that ministers and their 

congregations face today require adaptation, not technical responses, if they are to reshape their 

congregation’s culture in faithfulness to the gospel.  
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This kind of leadership involves holding in creative tension the challenges of the present situation and 

the goods of the Christian faith, both Scripture and tradition. In doing so each informs the other in an 

ongoing dialogue or argument. In this conversation, Scripture and tradition remain living resources 

that are newly interpreted in the encounter with present challenges as ministers and congregations 

seek ways of responding in faithfulness to the gospel. 

 

Nancy Ammermann in her study on Congregation and Community notes that where the congregations 

she studied failed to “adapt” to their changing communities, it was often because they lacked pastoral 

leadership, and the pastors themselves often confessed to a lack of necessary leadership skills to face 

the challenges the congregations were experiencing. Some were unable and other unwilling “to 

undertake the difficult (and often conflictual work) of dislodging old routines.” 

 

2. Responding to change 

 

The process of change produces strong feelings within all of us. This is especially so in regard to 

those institutions that contain and convey our beliefs and values. People are hesitant about 

uncontrolled and rapid change in our key social institutions. The church is such an institution and 

attempts to introduce change will often generate strong emotions.  

Gilbert Rendle, Leading Change in the 

Congregation (Alban, 1998, p. 110), 

provides the following helpful diagram. 

Because we are living in a period of 

unprecedented and rapid social change 

many people are already anxious about 

change and may feel their church is the one 

place at least where things will be relatively 

stable. There is a significant generational 

difference because those under about thirty 

five have grown up in this rapidly changing 

world and so are not only more comfortable 

with change they may even expect it. 

 

Some of the powerful feelings change 

generates include: 

 It disturbs and threatens our security 

 It creates fear 

 It disorientates and confuses us, things are not where or what they used to be. 

 It causes loss and grief. 

 It creates anger. 

 It seems to declare some people irrelevant, their experience and knowledge are no longer 

valuable, they don’t seem to fit anymore, they feel alienated. 

 It can seem accusing. We may be saying – ‘the way you did it before is no longer appropriate.’ 

But it can sound like – ‘the way you did it before was wrong and ineffective’.  

 Change also excites and challenges, creates new possibilities, opens up new visions. 

 

These are strong feelings and that is why most people’s reaction to change is at first more emotional 

than reasonable. That people respond this way does not mean they are difficult people out to stymie our 

precious schemes or even evil people opposing the will of God. Just that they are ordinary human 

persons. Managing change means dealing with people’s hearts as well as their heads, and in the change 

process the initial focus needs to be on the pastoral aspects of dealing with this dimension. We are never 

just reasoned or argued into change.  
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3. Principles of the change process 

 

Machiavelli wrote in the 15
th
 c. “There is nothing more difficult to carry out, nor more doubtful of 

success, nor more dangerous to handle than to initiate a new order of things.” The following are three 

key principles to increase the chance of success. 

1. Changing People is More Important than Changing Things 

In the final analysis people think, feel, choose and act and will therefore determine what real change 

occurs. Particularly in the 1980s people became enamoured with restructuring in the belief that if 

things were structured differently then they really would be different. However it is people rather than 

structures that determine the culture of an organisation and if the people are not changed then reality 

will stay much the same. I remember becoming acutely aware of this while I was at Bible College of 

New Zealand in the 1990s, and going through another phase of restructuring. Another set of diagrams 

was produced with the boxes having different labels and different lines connecting them. I said “We 

can change all these structures, put different titles on office doors, but if you still have the same 

people behaving in the same way nothing has really changed.” There is an increasing realisation that 

real change is about changing the culture of organisations, and that takes significant time. We will 

never change our churches to a missional mode, however much we restructure, unless we change the 

people in them to think and act missionally. That means often changing their thinking (theology) as 

well as their behaviour. This takes much time and energy. 

 

2. Change Runs More Smoothly When People Participate in its Planning 

Involvement in the planning process tends to generate the necessary force for the change itself. Facts 

personally researched are better understood, more emotionally acceptable, and more likely to be 

utilised than those passed down by someone else. Participation in analysis and planning helps 

overcome resistance, which arises from proceeding too rapidly or too slowly.  

Involvement helps counter the following axioms of the change process 

 People naturally feel somewhat awkward and self-conscious in a period of change, particularly if 

it affects their specific areas of responsibility 

 People first focus on what they will lose and feel a need to express this, perhaps to others, perhaps 

to top leadership 

 People believe others can handle change process better than they can, so the idea that everyone in 

the organisation is involved doesn’t help much 

 People can handle change in direct proportion to their experience at handling change 

 People tend to immediately turn to the argument of insufficient resources to thwart change that 

they find distasteful. 

Again time is of the essence here, allowing people to fully participate with all the questions and 

perspectives they bring. 

 

3. Change Includes Overcoming Resistance 

People feel threatened by the thought of innovation in something of which they have long been a part. 

Most people’s first response to the thought of change is one of resistance. Here is a helpful graph of 

how in a normal population 

individuals might adapt to the idea of 

change over time. By virtue of their 

personalities, life experience and 

work people have different 

dispositions to change.  

 

Many of us who are leaders fall into 

one of the first two categories – often 

it is why we are leaders. The mistake 

we make though is of thinking others 

are as enamoured of change as we 

are. We are often impatient and fail 
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to remember that we have been thinking about and working through the issues for months, sometimes 

years before others. Frequently we do not allow enough time for others to catch up, process the ideas 

and their emotional reactions and ‘catch’ the vision. Acceptance of change takes time – usually more 

time than the change leader allows. 

 

An important point in this is that the most important groups are the early and late majority. The “silent 

majority”. Most of the noise and emotional heat comes from either end of graph. There is a need to 

consult widely (surveys are very helpful) to find out where these people are at and my rule of thumb is 

that by and large you are going at about the right pace if the early majority are reasonably comfortable 

and the late majority are not squealing too much. You need to accept that maybe the laggards will 

never be happy. A great piece of advice I once read is: “I cannot give you a certain formula for 

success but I can give you one for failure. Try to please everyone!” 

 

One final insight from this graph is that the best people to communicate with and deal with the 

emotional issues of each group are those from the group just ahead. It is a rather pointless exercise 

having those who are innovative leader trying to convince the laggard. It just produces a lot of heat 

and little light. The best people to talk to them are the late majority. Likewise the early majority to the 

late majority. This is also helped by the fact that people in each group tend to have significant social 

networks with those either side of them, but few with those further away. This illustrates the 

importance of having within the team leading the change people from all of these groups (or at least 

the first four) instead of having it all lead by a group of enthusiasts. Slower and messier work in the 

earlier stages but much more guaranteed of success in the long run. 

 

3. The process of change 

 

The most important principle relative to the change process: GO SLOWLY 

Grandfather’s theorem: “A person convinced against their will is of the same opinion still”. 

 

John Kotter of Harvard Business School is widely considered the major expert on change today. In  

Leading Change, (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1996) he outlines an eight stage process of 

creating major change 

1. Establishing a sense of urgency 

2. Creating a guiding coalition 

3. Developing a vision and strategy 

4. Communicating the change vision 

5. Empowering broad-based action 

6. Generating short term wins 

7. Consolidating gains and producing more change 

8. Anchoring new approaches in the culture 

 

J. Herrington, M. Bone, J.Furr, in 

Leading Congregational Change 

(San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 

2000) have built on this and the 

work of the other secular expert 

Pete Senge’s, The Fifth 

Discipline (New York: Random 

House, 1990, p.13) to produce 

the following model for 

congregational change. 

 

 

This from my reading is the best 

book available on this subject. 

They make the critical point that 
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“The transformation of an existing congregation is never a quick or easy process….A realistic figure 

for comprehensive transformation of a congregation might be five to seven years.” 

 

When dealing with change in a local church we are working with powerful feelings. We are dealing with 

people’s beliefs and values, their place of belonging and therefore their identity. These things are all tied 

up with people’s history. Every community, every congregation has a history and ‘myths’ associated 

with that history. People who have been around for a long time and particularly key leaders and shapers 

of opinion, know the history and value it. Change threatens this. 

 

The relationship between change and a congregation’s history is important to understand and respect. 

Change leaders must value and respect the past, celebrate the history and its heroes and heroines. It is 

vital to build positively on history, to see the past as a foundation for the future. “While we do need to 

change, we only have the possibility of doing so because of the faithful witness and tireless energy of 

those who have gone before.” 

 

4. The ingredients needed for change 

 

Arnold Mitchell, a social psychologist, contends three ingredients are necessary for change to occur 

a. Change comes from dissatisfaction. An example of this is with conversion. Effective change leaders 

assess the chances for change by evaluating the level of dissatisfaction within the group. If 

dissatisfaction is strong, the potential for change exists. Incidentally this means the first task of a 

leader wanting to bring about change might be to increase the level of dissatisfaction.  

b. Change takes energy. Altering the existing conditions experienced by a group consumes a terrific 

amount of emotional and physical energy. To effect change we must have a change-friendly 

environment. Without such a setting, an extraordinary degree of energy is spent fighting for or against 

the change process rather than investing in establishing the change. Notice that in Herrington et. al. 

the first phase is personal preparation, and in their widespread church consultancy they have found 

this so important that they have published a second book dealing with the spiritual and emotional 

preparation needed to do this. (J Herrington, R Creech, T Taylor, The Leaders Journey, San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003).  

c. Change requires insight. A group considering the acceptance of change requires a leader who is 

credible and trustworthy. It seems that there are two situations of generally successful change in 

church life. First, when there is a crisis. People will take on board almost any change to avoid 

impending disaster. Second when an existing congregation is in a sufficiently strong relationship with 

their leader(s) to trust them not to do anything which might cause harm. Trust develops over time 

being together. So it is important to develop trust before you begin significant change. It is interesting 

that church growth research indicates that the most effective years of a minister are between years five 

and fifteen.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This is just a brief introduction to some of the key concepts and literature on the area of change. It was 

nowhere on the agenda of my theological training. In fact I was not introduced to it until I had the 

change to attend a Fuller Seminary D Min course on change in 1984 and then the subject was just 

beginning to make an appearance. Much has been learned since then, but for most theological schools 

it has only begun to be a subject of learning in the last decade at best meaning that many of our 

congregational leaders are like those referred to in the opening remark. Personally I believe this is one 

of the most critical learning areas for many of our ministers today if our churches are going to be able 

to make the kind of transitions desperately needed to ensure any kind of viable future. We may decry 

the focus on leadership, but as Nancy Ammermann has pointed out in studying congregational 

adaptation to changing contexts, the critical factor in those that failed to make the necessary changes 

was at the level of leadership. Sadly I have seen many a new idea introduced to churches fail, not 

because the idea itself was not good, but because the process was so poorly led. 

 


