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Change Management 
approaches for preparing, catalyzing, supporting, and helping individuals and 
teams within faith organizations make collective changes 

 
The practice of change management refers to the renewal of an organization while upholding its 
North Star principles over the course of time and through unplanned and intentional developments. 
At times, it involves a review of core values and operating principles.  
Areas of focus are typically missional, directional, cultural, theological, and structural. Some 
biblical examples of deliberate change under different of circumstances include: 

(1) A reset at the time of transition. King David and Israel’s elders brought together 
warring parties within Israel after the death of Saul through a concise review of what 
happened and a commitment to a covenant (2 Sam. 5:1–3). 

(2) A reset after a cautionary tale. King Jehoshaphat had slipped into a dangerous alliance, 
but after a correction from an observer, he recovered long-lost organizing principles 
and processes that go back to the time of Moses (2 Chr. 19:1–11). 

(3) Pursuing a new opportunity. The rebuilding of Jerusalem during the time of Ezra and 
Nehemiah. The decree of King Cyrus and the generosity of King Artaxerxes opened 
the door for the Jews to restore their city and their ancient practices. Nehemiah was 
particularly methodical in winning over support. 

(4) Solving a theological issue with wide implications. The events covered in Acts 15 
demonstrate how a matter of both doctrine and practice can be addressed through a 
transparent process.  

 

Topics Covered 
 

(1) Types of Change and Reasons to Change 
(2) The Importance of Clarifying Your North Star Principles 

(3) A Biblical Example of a Change Management Process 
(4) A Gap Analysis 

(5) Vision Casting 
(6) Seven Kinds of People Engaging Change 

(7) Managing the Polarities in Thriving Congregations 
 

Concluding Considerations 
 
 



The LAICC Resiliency System  Module 2 Notes 

 

2 

 
Types of Change and Reasons to Change 

 
It’s time to change when the pain of staying in the current state outweighs the cost of 
changing. 

—Pam Marmon 

Types 

• Spiritual 

• Structural 

• Theological 

• Missional 

• Directional 

• Cultural 

 

Reasons 
(1) An unforeseen event (e.g., the pandemic) 
(2) Long stagnation of growth coinciding with a high level of troubled marriages, recurring 

sin, and other spiritual struggles 

(3) An opportunity (e.g., a dying church donates their building to the congregation) 
(4) Departure of an unusually high number of prominent members for similar reasons 
(5) Challenges in society compel the congregational leadership to reflect on its history, 

culture, strengths, and weaknesses and to make course corrections 
(6) A generous donation is given to the church with the wish that it be earmarked for 

missions 
(7) A generous donation is given to the church with the wish that it be earmarked for 

education and ongoing leadership development of ministers 
(8) There is a polarization in the church between overly progressive and overly 

conservative members that could eventually split the congregation 
(9) The governance of the church has failed to protect the church on too many occasions, 

revealing the need for structural changes and changes to bylaws 
(10) A new lead minister has completed a planned six-month period of getting to know the 

members and wants to develop a new mission strategy that affects resources, staffing, 
and meeting locations 

 
Each of these things have occurred or are occurring in congregations today. An unwanted change 
never asks for permission, but competent management can transform the issue at hand. 
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The Importance of Clarifying Your North Star Principles 
 

Polaris, also known as the North Star, appears stationary in the sky. It is the only star whose 
position relative to a rotating Earth never changes, and it marks the location of the sky’s 
north pole, the point around which everything else revolves. That’s why travelers have 
always used Polaris for orientation. It has guided them to their destinations for thousands 
of years. 

—Franziska Kast, international team strategist and artist 

 
The term “North Star” is commonly used as a metaphor for the target that lights the way of a 
group’s shared hopes, aspirations, and core values. It is not the only navigational indicator of the 
path to the destination, but it is the one that endures. We have other aims along the way, but there 
are some guiding principles that help us more than others.  
The following aims are often used by congregations, depending on their age, affiliation, location, 
and leadership, but not all of them serve as enduring North Stars. 

 
(1) Maturity and Health (of the church)—John 15:1–8; Ephesians 4:1–16; 

Colossians 1:28–29 
(2) Growth and Expansion (increase of members)—Matthew 28:16–20; Acts 

1:6–8; Colossians 1:6 
(3) Demographic Representation (ethnicity, races, and generations)—

Ephesians 2:11–18; Colossians 3:11; Revelation 5:9, 7:9, 11:9, 13:7 
(4) Promoting the Knowledge of God (rulers, authorities, and influencers)—

Acts 17:22–34; Ephesians 3:10–12, 6:19–20 
(5) Impacting the World (feeding the poor, justice, healing, etc.)—Matthew 

5:14–16; Luke 4:16–19; Acts 10:37–38; Galatians 2:10; Romans 12:20–21 
(6) Peace/Shalom (for God’s people)—Exodus 18:23; 1 Thessalonians 5:12–13; 

Ephesians 2:11–18; Colossians 1:15–20 
 
Each of these aspirations is biblical, but some of them are more crucial because of the immediate 
context. Are there neglected needs? Is the congregation in a new, troubling situation? Does the 
church look like it did twenty years ago, only older? Does the flock resemble the demographics of 
the area? Do the lives of the members stand out in the community? 
In one consultation the leadership was asked, “Which principle do you believe needs more 
emphasis in your sector?” Overall, they selected first maturity and health (48%), followed by 
growth (33%). That is fortunate because it is easy to see a relationship between the two. One is 
qualitative, one is quantitative, and they rely on each other. A “health-for-growth” principle and 
strategy would easily form a North Star. In spiritual terms, no one would challenge the premise 
that disciples who remain in Jesus (John 15:5) and are equipped and maturing (Eph. 4:12–13; Col. 
1:28) will bear fruit of all kinds. 
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One of the most prominent consultants in the world, Patrick Lencioni, wrote the book The 
Advantage: Why Organizational Health Trumps Everything Else in Business. He is a man of strong 
faith, and he coaches ministers in his denomination. In that arena, he also emphasizes healthy 
management. Lencioni’s thesis is, “The health of an organization provides the context for 
strategy…and everything else that happens within it, which is why it is the single greatest factor 
determining an organization’s success.”1 
If a congregation has been in six years of turmoil, the North Star might be seeking a biblical 
peace/shalom through outside assistance, including mediation and reconciliation. If a congregation 
is nearly all white boomers in a diverse community, their North Star may differ from an ethnically 
and generationally diverse congregation. 
Our North Star occasionally leads us to major achievements, which are important to celebrate. A 
rule of thumb for assessing a ministry is “what is measured can be improved, what is achieved 
can be celebrated, and where there is progress it can be appreciated.” We benefit from thinking 
about these without neglecting or overly focusing on any one area. 

 

 
 
Don’t forget the things that take longer than a lifetime to attain. Entering the promised land (Josh. 
21:43) and evangelizing Samaria (Acts 1:8, 8:14) were attainable. Making everything “on earth as 
it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10) is not fully attainable, but a necessary aspiration nonetheless. By 
aiming for the unattainable, we are reminded of heaven. 
 
  

 
1 Patrick Lencioni, The Advantage, Enhanced Edition: Why Organizational Health Trumps Everything Else in 
Business Kindle Edition, J-B Lencioni Series (San Francisco: Wiley, 2012), Kindle Locations 360–362. 
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A Biblical Example of a Change Management Process 
 
Acts 15:1–35 provides a model for effectively leading change in congregations. The main question, 
prompting a change, was the issue of circumcision. 
The process involved listening to believers coming from a variety of perspectives and roles 
providing eyewitness reports, opinions, and relevant facts. The moderators, Peter and James, 
considered the importance of Scripture, previous revelations from the Holy Spirit, and the weight 
of witnesses. They also factored in tradition and the consciences of the believers.  
The following breakdown of the episode provides a flexible model for potential application to 
leading change in the church: 

1. The church and its leadership listened to respected representatives from Antioch and 
witnesses who supported the change (Barnabas & Paul). These men described what God 
had done among the Gentiles (v. 4). 

2. They also listened to those most opposed to the change (believing Pharisees, experts), who 
appealed to old covenant laws (v. 5). 

3. The disputing parties, representatives, and witnesses convened with the elders and apostles 
(v. 6). 

4. The first church shepherds and first witnesses of Christ considered the Gentiles, those most 
impacted by the change (vv. 7–11). Peter, as a moderator, was a witness of previous 
developments (Acts 10:9–48, 11:1–18). 

5. Paul and Barnabas formally testified before the assembly about actions in Antioch and 
presented a testimony of “signs and wonders” done among the Gentiles (v. 12). 

6. The assembly listened to James explain how the Scriptures (vv. 13–18; Amos 9:11–12) 
supported Peter’s testimony. 

7. James delivered a proposal that removed circumcision from requirements for Gentiles but 
provided concessions related to conventions surrounding food restrictions and other 
behaviors (vv. 19–21). 

8. The leadership surveyed the church on the change (v. 22). 
9. Prophets Judas (aka Barsabbas) and Silas served as representatives from Jerusalem to join 

Paul and Barnabas and relay the outcome of the discussion back to Antioch (vv. 22, 32). 
10. A letter with these decisions was sent not only to Antioch, but to Syria and Cilicia, “for it 

seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (vv. 23–29). 
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A Gap Analysis 
 
An early step toward change is a “gap analysis.” A gap analysis includes two related but different 
things: 

(1) a comparison of actual performance or situation with potential or desired performance 
or situation 

(2) a review of the distance between perspectives, based on a range of roles and 
responsibilities 

 
A gap analysis can be performed with interviews and surveys. In both cases, what questions are 
asked depends on the nature of the change that is being discussed. 
Questions about an undesirable situation will differ greatly from questions about the viability of a 
proposal or gathering general insights. Good questions about a problem will unearth recurring 
themes about cause. Generally speaking, both quantifiable and qualitative information is helpful 
in conducting an analysis. 
One type of survey that is helpful in congregations is called Appreciative Inquiry, which is a 
common practice, though not an exact science. It is the art of asking the right questions of 
committed stakeholders and developing a composite picture of the past, present, and desired future. 
Author Mark Lau Branson suggests a lens for looking at the past: 

Organizations are heliotropic. This is a botanical term about a plant’s orientation—plants 
lean toward the sun. Similarly, organizations lean toward the source of energy—whether 
that energy is healthy or not… As memories and imaginations are engaged to nourish 
participants with the best and most life-giving resources, the church will lean in the 
direction of those narratives and practices.  

A question that can surface surprising ideas is: “If you were able to peer many years into the future, 
to 2040, and you discovered that we collectively achieved great things to God’s glory, what are 
some things that you think would have enabled us to get there?” It can be paired with questions 
about great achievements. 
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Vision Casting 
 

“See, I am doing a new thing!” (Isaiah 43:19) 
 
A successful change management plan often starts with the widely embraced desired outcome and 
then works backward, in an orderly fashion, to create the necessary conditions for that outcome. 
An effective vision in response to an aspiration, opportunity, or necessity brought on by 
unexpected events will require seven things. (While vision casting typically applies to aspirational 
changes, some of these components apply to any change.) 
 

(1) Communicate Frequently. At key junctures. Developments along the way. 
(2) Ground the Vision. Scripture, inquiry, research, what other congregations have learned. 
(3) Be Prepared to Answer. Some of these questions will be pertinent: What is the change? 

Why are we changing? Who will the change impact? What are the benefits of the 
change? What will the change cost us? What happens if nothing changes? What 
obstacles might we encounter? What key messages do we need to communicate? In 
what ways can we engage the congregation? Who needs to receive training? How will 
we collect and respond to feedback? 

(4) Trust. One of the best sources for the topic of developing organizational trust is The 
Speed of Trust by Stephen M.R. Covey. He cites a memorable quote from Jim Burke, 
the former CEO of Johnson & Johnson: “In a high-trust relationship, you can say the 
wrong thing, and people will still get your meaning. In a low-trust relationship, you can 
be very measured, even precise, and they’ll still misinterpret you.”2 

(5) Be Transparent. In aspirational matters and opportunities, this means being open about 
motivations, downsides of change, and possible conflicts of interest. In more serious 
matters, it means managing pivotal information through logical tiers to balance truth, 
trust, and confidentiality. 

(6) Be Integrative Thinkers. Work to see the whole problem or challenge through the varied 
roles and stakes, embracing its multifaceted nature. 

(7) Capture Effective Feedback. Nurture a solution mindset. Make the environment safe 
for genuine disagreements. Set the tone. Use multiple feedback channels. 

 
Anecdotal insight. I have been part of change management in many forms: the ICOC cooperation 
agreement, crisis responses, ten-year congregational vision for a metropolitan congregation, and 
codeveloping a nonprofit education endeavor, as well as major resets. Here is what I learned: The 
best results of a team’s vision have the fingerprints of many of those who are going to carry it 
forth. Feedback and collaboration are going to be important. 
 

 
2 Stephen M.R. Covey, The Speed of Trust (Free Press: New York, 2006), 6. 
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Seven Kinds of People Engaging Change 
 

(1) Change Leaders. Those who are going to lead sustainable change must be 
differentiated. In other words, they have clarity about their own life goals and are 
unlikely to become lost in the anxiety swirling about in uncomfortable processes. This 
person is not easily offended, takes responsibility for their thoughts, actions, and 
feelings, and will remain connected to someone they disagree with. This person, like 
the heroes of old, can entertain good ideas that are not their own, face harsh realities, 
take stands, and embrace God’s adventures—whatever the situation calls for. 

(2) Collaborators. Prior to the development of a change, these individuals are already 
working on the topics, invested in the research, bringing their unique perspective, and 
engaging in the conversation. It is these partners whom a change leader must have on 
their team. 

(3) Pushovers. Inevitably there are supporters for change who are so influenceable that 
they might switch teams. The biblical character of Aaron had this flaw before he went 
through a transformation years later. Someone with this trait should not be near the 
front of change efforts. 

(4) Early Adopters. Someone who enthusiastically pays close attention to the needs, 
challenges, and opportunities and has a habit of being near progress is of value for 
getting the word out. 

(5) Early Majority. Slightly less gung-ho about risking change but will be paying close 
attention. Their embracing the vision won’t be as flashy as early adopters, but they are 
very persuadable about making progress. 

(6) Quiet Majority. These individuals are fine with waiting to see where the congregation 
goes and ultimately, they’ll follow good direction. 

(7) Opposers. Bottom line, these individuals resist change, the idea of change, and 
disruptions in general. Though sometimes they come across strong, it’s not personal. 
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Managing the Polarities in Thriving Congregations 
 
Roy Oswald, in Managing Polarities in Congregations, helps us see that change management is 
much about managing eight tensions. 

 
Tradition AND Innovation: How do we stay rooted in our historic faith and heritage AND 
foster creativity in our life together?  

Spiritual Health AND Institutional Health: How do we nurture our mission and spiritual 
health AND maintain a healthy institution that sustains our corporate life?  

Management AND Leadership: How do we create or sustain a well-organized, stable 
congregation AND create or sustain a congregation that inspires members to embrace 
change?  

Strong Clergy Leadership AND Strong Lay Leadership: How do we support strong 
leadership by our clergy AND ensure broad, active participation by our laity?  

Inreach AND Outreach: How do we respond to members’ needs AND take care of those 
outside our membership?  

Nurture AND Transformation: How do we manifest God’s unconditional love for us AND 
challenge people to grow spiritually and to serve others with commitment?  

Making Disciples—Easy Process AND Challenging Process: How do we make it easy for 
people to become members AND ensure that membership has meaning and depth?  

Call AND Duty: How do we help members recognize their particular call from God to serve 
others AND ensure that the mundane tasks needed to sustain congregational life are 
accomplished?3 

 

Oswald writes, 
Thriving congregations thrive in part because they manage these polarities well. They have 
learned to carry out both components of each polarity, rather than chronically fighting 
about the two points of view. They have found ways to use the inherent tension between 
the two in a synergy that helps the congregation thrive. Unlike declining congregations, 
they have learned to manage the polarities skillfully. Declining congregations have seen 
one or more of these polarities as an either/or choice; they have believed that they must 
support one pole and abandon the other. This approach leads to win/lose power struggles 
that become vicious circles, sapping the energy of the congregation and contributing to its 
decline.4 

 

 
 

 

 
3 Oswald, Roy M & Johnson, Barry. Managing Polarities in Congregations, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 
4 Oswald & Johnson. Managing Polarities in Congregations. 
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Conclusion 
 
Change management is as much art as science. And this primer cannot do justice to the more 
complex challenges. 

There are some tools that prepare us for making changes before they happen. 
 

(1) Rehearsing the change process 
(2) Piloting the change in a smaller group or community 

(3) Learning about parallel change endeavors 
(4) And prayer, of course 

 
There are a lot of change management books out there: 

 
Leading Change by John Kotter 

Organization Change: Theory and Practice by Warner Burke 
The Dance of Change by Peter Senge 

 
Two books that come from a faith perspective are: 

Leading Change without Losing It by Carey Nieuwhof 
The Forgotten Ways by Alan Hirsh 

 
In the end, both staying with the way things are and changing involve losses and gains.  

Remember, when dealing with high-stakes change—attack the challenges, not people. 
 


