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Systems Thinking 
well-established lenses for objectively discerning and responding to the sources of 
anxiety, instability, and crisis 

 
Some biblical examples of systems thinking include: 

 
(1) Creation. The first two chapters of the book of Genesis speak to the interdependence 

of the stars and our solar, lunar, and earth systems, as well as the ecosystems of 
vegetation, sea and land creatures, and humankind. 

(2) The Human Body. The Apostle Paul frequently used the metaphor of the body, its parts, 
connections, and intra-dependencies (1 Corinthians 12:12–27; Romans 12:3–8; 
Ephesians 1:22–23, 3:6, 4:12–16, 25; Colossians 1:18, 2:19) 

(3) National Processes (Israel). The main organizational process elaborated on in 
Scripture contains a strong sense of systems thinking—most notably the tiered 
approach at solving problems (Exodus 18:13–23; Deuteronomy 1:9–19). 

 
Topics Covered 

 
(1) The Biblical Foundation of Systems Thinking 

(2) The Rise of Systems Thinking 
(3) Leverage Points 

(4) The Lever of Critical Assessments 
(5) The Lever of Collective Beliefs 

(6) Visualizing the Local Congregational System 
 

 
If I had eight hours to cut down a tree, I’d spend six sharpening my axe. 

—Abraham Lincoln 
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The Biblical Foundation of Systems Thinking 
 
The Old Testament. The first chapter of the Bible tells of the stars, sun, earth, moon, and all 
creation, which is summed up in Genesis 2:1 as a vast “array” or tsabaʾ in Hebrew, which means 
a “system” in modern terminology. The narrative portrays hierarchies with mutual dependencies. 
For instance, we know that the moon orbits the earth, on which it depends. But even though it is 
lower in the hierarchy, it provides reflected light. Science informs us that the moon even provides 
gravitational reverberations that help aerate our lakes and rivers. 
We could then expand on the broad ecosystems of life that are also mentioned in Genesis. God 
breathed life into the “vault,” or sky, where birds fly; the “seas” that teem with creatures; and the 
“land” with plants and animals. Each system is intra-dependent within itself and interdependent 
with the others. And each one can be broken down into smaller ecosystems. And none of these 
systems, tiny or large, are strictly top down; there are dominant species. 
All living systems designed by God possess mutual dependencies that allow them, by nature, to 
recreate, respond to threats, and adapt. These are “open systems.” 
The term “array”/ tsabaʾ has also been applied to angelic and human systems: 

• Angels—1 Kings 22:19  heavenly beings in alignment 
• Israel—Exodus 12:41   mobilizing a large body 
• Army—Judges 9:29   preparing for battle 
• Levites—Numbers 4:23  fulfillment of a role 

 
From the first chapter of Genesis, from palpable observations of God’s living ecosystems, and 
from the New Testament, it can be argued that God-ordained systems (such as his church) comprise 
the following features: 

1. It is God who breathes life into and sustains the system. 
2. There are hierarchies that would be described more like networks than a pyramid. 

3. There are governing roles as well as other crucial roles. 
4. All systems possess intra- and interdependent characteristics. 

5. The health of a living system is determined by its capacity to respond to disruption. 
 
The New Testament. When the Apostle Paul compared the church to the human body (1 
Corinthians 12:12–27), he was describing its organized intra-dependence. The root word for both 
organic and organization is the Greek organon, which comes from the same root as erg, “work” 
and which had the linked meaning of a performing tool or musical instrument. In other words, 
organon conjures up the idea of a component within a larger whole that involves some level of 
task or functioning. It is reasonable to suggest that being organic means each part fulfilling its best 
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role according to the needs of the entire system. How does this concept fit with the church in the 
Scriptures? 
The main passages on this subject of parts serving the whole are 1 Corinthians 12:12–27, Romans 
12:3–8, and Ephesians 4:7–16. Paul emphasized a preordained interdependent network (body) of 
gifts (organs/limbs) with distinct functions, with all gifts to be respected. He went on to say that 
each one should obtain sober clarity on one’s gift/function and fulfill it for the greater whole. He 
used the word katartizo (Ephesians 4:12), which is usually translated “equip” but literally means, 
in this context, “fitly frame together” his people, “fit alongside together.” Therefore, the church 
achieves its purpose as individuals fulfill their roles, fit alongside one another, and are self-aware, 
thoughtful, and acting with the whole community in mind.  

An ideal scripturally organic church could be described this way: 

- Members fulfill their God-given functions for the whole. 
- The church is like a body, which has intra- and interdependencies. 
- All members are to be sober-minded and show respect, and are to be respected. 
- The members are to see themselves in relation to one another, fulfilling distinct roles. 
- Each gift is used to help equip the body to function well and to mature. 
- The community retains a “shared” memory of what hurts, helps, and is dangerous. 

 

The following are working definitions of closed and open organizational systems. 
A closed system usually means a highly controlled structure that doesn’t adapt to new situations 
or have sufficient channels to process feedback or add to organizational learning. A relatively 
closed organizational system can accomplish good and be quite efficient—if its leader is noble. 
But it will eventually experience a breakdown if it doesn’t become an open system. A challenge 
to the closed system, even a contrary view, can lead to a complete halt, or to reactivity and chaos. 
King Rehoboam led Israel in a closed-system manner, and the results speak for themselves (1 
Kings 12:1–24).  
An organization built on an open system premise can learn, obtain perspectives, adapt, remember, 
and interact with other systems. Challenges tend to make an open-system organization stronger 
because of its ability to cultivate shared learning for all the members. The apostles and elders in 
Jerusalem provided an example of an open system when the church was successfully engaging 
opposing voices on a crucial issue (Acts 15:1–35). 
Closed and open organizational tendencies exist in Scripture and history. We worship in churches, 
live in nations, and work for organizations that are on the continuum. There will always be forces 
around that aim to close the system around the control of a few—kings, oligarchs, celebrities, and 
even godly leaders. But even systems built around benevolent dictators eventually lose their 
benevolence. Obviously, we want to serve God in more of an open system. Let’s look at the rise 
of systems thinking in the modern age. 
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The Rise of Systems Thinking 
 

Linear Thinking 
Since the beginning of time, linear thinking has served humans well, especially in life-and-death 
situations in which there were few variables—a boulder is coming down a hill in a person’s 
direction, so they run. Or they fight or flee from a known predator. Our adrenaline and our 
amygdala kick in, providing the right instinct. 
But when the situation is complex, this linear way of seeing the world becomes an impediment. 
Life is more than cause and effect, and a problem met with a solution. Linear thinking too quickly 
focuses on one aspect as though it is all we need to know or do. This often leads to false 
connections. If someone in our congregation believes that the worst possible harm for another 
member is to wander from the Christian faith, they might do whatever it takes to keep that from 
happening, including excessive warnings. But this tactic may drive the person further away. A 
deeper kind of thinking would be to cultivate an atmosphere such that one would not desire to 
leave the Christian walk, and if they did, they would later wish to return—out of desire. There is a 
term to describe how the linear approach makes a perceived problem worse: “the Cobra Effect.”  
According to an often-repeated apocryphal story, during the British rule of colonial India, the 
government sought to eradicate distressing numbers of venomous cobras in Delhi. They offered a 
reward for every dead cobra, incentivizing many citizens to kill these snakes and turn them in for 
bounty, thus reducing the population. However, it wasn’t long before the number of cobra snakes 
rose in number, not declined. Why? Some entrepreneurial folks started breeding the snakes. Once 
the British government discovered the ruse, they ceased offering the reward for dead cobras. 
Consequently, the cobra breeders set the animals free, which further increased the cobra population 
in Delhi, instead of it tapering off. This anecdote illustrates that the apparent solution to a problem 
can make a situation even worse. The government plan did not account for human nature. 
The goal is not to ignore simple cause and effect, but to account for more complex predicaments 
and opportunities through systems thinking. 
 

Systems Thinking 
In a system, the parts affect each other and produce a result that is different from the effect of each 
part existing in isolation, and those effects become more complex with a greater number of parts 
and their interconnections. Systems are made of at least three things: elements, interconnections, 
and a function or purpose. 
In the earlier illustration, the British government recognized snakes, humans, and an incentive. 
The planners saw one system with one purpose—humans who could be provided a monetary 
reason to get rid of snakes. But Delhi was not a homogeneous human system with like-thinking 
individuals sharing the purpose of the British rulers. Some of its members created a new system 
with a new purpose—to exploit an opportunity inadvertently created by linear thinking. 
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Systems thinking is not new. The concepts of thinking in systems emerged with ancient Greek 
philosophers and in Jewish and Christian writings, but formal approaches to systems thinking did 
not develop until the late modern era. The complexities of the world have required more ways of 
understanding the relationship of parts to each other and to the whole, and of one system to another. 
During the 1930s–1950s many thinkers in Europe and the US developed systems theories for 
zoology, mathematics, technology, weaponry, industry, and urban planning. But in the 1960s, 
specifically the year 1969, systems thinking began to receive attention on many levels. 
Bear with me, because there are three connected episodes that taken together provide some gems 
for organizations like large multisite congregations. In 1969 three very important developments 
happened, advancing systems thinking in many sectors. First, in January and February, a blowout 
on one of Union Oil’s offshore platforms released nearly three million gallons of crude oil into the 
Santa Barbara Channel, covering thirty-six miles of coastline and reaching the Channel Islands, 
thirty miles from shore, killing thousands of sea birds, fish, and marine mammals, such as dolphins 
and seals. The disaster was the largest oil spill off America’s coast up to that time and ignited 
environmental policy change and the creation of Earth Day. 
Second, also in early 1969, ecologist Robert T. Paine published an article based on observations 
he made about an ecosystem in Makah Bay in Washington State, 100 miles northeast of Seattle, 
where he observed that the top predator species help maintain the marine biodiversity. He proposed 
the “keystone species” and “trophic cascade” concepts, noting how one sea creature in an aquatic 
community has a ripple effect on the energy available to the food web, and even a regulating 
influence on the behaviors of lower levels of the ecosystem.1 A dramatic change can occur if a 
keystone species is removed, even if that species is small in mass or activity. Paine’s discovery 
has been enormously helpful in observing, managing, and recovering ecosystems that have been 
damaged—usually by the ultra-keystone species, humankind. 
Third, on September 7, 1969, seven weeks after the first successful moon mission, Thomas O. 
Paine (no relation), Administrator of NASA, made the following statement before the United 
Nations: 

There is much to be learned in space and it is relevant to our total environmental 
knowledge here on Earth. We are opening a whole new field, that of planet ecology.… We 
can, and we must, pursue this increased knowledge, and we must turn it increasingly to the 
benefit of man.2 

The combined impact of the “blowout” oil disaster, new insight into the role that even one creature 
can play in an ecosystem, and NASA’s commitment to understanding our world’s systems had a 
major impact on the ecological and social sciences. 
At first, it does not seem plausible to think of our faith communities in terms of systems. That is, 
until we experience failure from old models and approaches. A friend of mine, a church leader, 
once said that he felt like he was trained to do ministry that eventually proved to resemble a game 
of Whack-a-Mole. He would directly address problematic symptoms—behavior and results—but 

 
1 Robert T. Paine, "A Note on Trophic Complexity and Community Stability" The American Naturalist 103 (929) (1969): 91–93. 
2 Sunny Tsiao, Piercing the Horizon: The Making of a Twentieth-Century American Space Luminary (Purdue Studies in Aeronautics and 
Astronautics) (West Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press, Kindle Edition, 105. 
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the issues always seemed to mutate and reemerge in some way. He described a linear mindset, 
which had gotten him into serious trouble in a few of his ministries. It became apparent, even to 
him, that to avoid criticism he focused on quickly eradicating problems rather than understanding 
what led to them. He learned that ministries are like ecosystems that need nonlinear approaches 
but admitted that he found the shift to a new way of thinking quite difficult. 
The term “paradigm shift” has been widely misunderstood and misused. However, few would 
argue that in some sectors, systems thinking is a candidate for such a description. The table below 
is a hyperbolic contrast between the orienting features of linear-thinking and systems-thinking 
organizations. 
 

Orienting Feature 
Drive 
Sight 
Motivations 
First Question 
Posture 
Problem to Solution 
Organizational Priority 
Kinds of Systems 
Org. Feedback  
Crisis Thinking 
Culture 
Relational Dynamics 
Problems 
Dissent 
Managing Change 
Structure Shape 
Problem Mgmt. 
Error Handling 
Team Selection 
Direction 
Organizational Tastes 

Old Paradigm 
Profit 
Near, Immediacy 
External/Compliance 
What? 
Knows Best 
Prescriptive 
Growth 
More Closed 
Occasional, As Necessary 
Binary 
High Power Distance 
Valued by Title and Rank 
Contains 
Confines 
Cooperates 
Hierarchy, Top Down 
Reductionist 
Fixes, Moves On 
Normally Homogenous 
Command & Control 
Leader-Referent 

Emerging Paradigm 
Value 
Far, Endurance 
Intrinsic/Desire 
Why? 
Pursues Reality 
Descriptive 
Health for Lasting Growth 
More Open 
Regular, Built-in 
Nuanced 
Low Power Distance 
Integrative 
Assesses, Reveals 
Explores 
Collaborates 
Umbrella, Interdependency 
Holistic 
Inspects, Repairs + Reports 
Seeks Diversity 
Empowerment 
Inclusive

In the next section we will look at how understanding our congregations and faith organizations 
through systems thinking can help us identify ways that even a small change can lead to a large 
shift in behavior, effectiveness, and wholeness. 
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Leverage Points 
 
Back in the early 1970s when systems thinking was gaining momentum in relation to the 
environment, and population growth and housing were major topics of the day, an independent 
global think tank called the Club of Rome was established. Their goal was to address the 
environment, population, and natural resources. Using the best software and models that had been 
developed by that time at MIT, they launched an important conversation with a 1972 report called 
The Limits of Growth: A report for the Club of Rome's Project on the Predicament of Mankind. 
One of the primary writers was Donella Meadows. 
Those who have championed systems thinking are familiar with Meadows’ posthumously 
published book, Thinking in Systems: A Primer. Meadows would have us see the world as systems 
of interconnected systems. 

The world, or at least the parts of it humans think they understand, is organized in 
subsystems aggregated into larger subsystems, aggregated into still larger subsystems. A 
cell in your liver is a subsystem of an organ, which is a subsystem of you as an organism, 
and you are a subsystem of a family, an athletic team, a musical group, and so forth. These 
groups are subsystems of a town or city, and then a nation, and then the whole global 
socioeconomic system that dwells within the biosphere system.3 

Now we are getting close to those gems that I referenced earlier. Meadows mentioned something 
she’d learned from her famous MIT professor, Jay Forrester. 

Leverage points [are] places in the system where a small change could lead to a large shift 
in behavior. This idea of leverage points is not unique to systems analysis—it’s embedded 
in legend: the silver bullet; the trimtab; the miracle cure; the secret passage; the magic 
password; the single hero who turns the tide of history; the nearly effortless way to cut 
through or leap over huge obstacles. We not only want to believe that there are leverage 
points, we want to know where they are and how to get our hands on them. Leverage points 
are points of power. 

The great thing about leverage points, if you can identify them, is that they offer the greatest 
promise with a surprisingly lesser cost than one would imagine. With the right lever a small change 
can make a big difference. That is, a properly chosen lever can have an exponential benefit, 
magnifying the energy it takes to pull it, metaphorically speaking. Often though, levers are 
counterintuitive. 
I’ll provide an example. I think the year was 1998. The Chicago Church of Christ had gotten into 
a grind around yearly special contribution for world missions. There was a goal to raise eighteen 
times our weekly contribution for missions in Russia. We had been giving to world missions since 
the mid 1980s, but each year the accountability became increasingly rigid, so that the gifts became 
an obligation and no longer a freewill offering. In fact, the atmosphere was increasingly miserable 
around every February through May. But this year would be different. We didn’t provide a goal, 
or a multiple per member, nor did we deluge the congregation with sermons on this topic. We 
simply talked about Russia. When we collected the freewill offerings, we exceeded what we had 

 
3 Donella Meadows, Thinking in Systems: A Primer (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green, 2008), Kindle locations 1444–1448. 
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done the year before. The level of joy in the congregation also rose. The leverage point was 
motivation, and the lever was switching from extrinsic to intrinsic messaging. 
Let’s consider a hypothetical illustration for what a leveraging point might be, but it will mostly 
resonate with those who’ve been around in the ICOC since the 1990s. What if you could travel 
back in time to the year 2000? You sense that there is something wrong in your immediate church 
community and it is headed into a crisis, with nearly as many people leaving as are being baptized, 
too many stories of harshness, and excessive emphasis from the pulpit and in leaders’ meetings on 
evangelism. There’s been a lot of good over the years, but something must be done to address the 
rising sense that more members feel like their experience is becoming associated with drudgery. 
You find yourself in an exceptional opportunity—you have been asked by the leadership what is 
wrong with the ministry and what is the “one thing” you would do to bring the congregation back 
to health. What would you have said? 

  
Plausible Leverage Point 

a lack of understanding of grace 
too much of a focus on contribution and 
evangelism 
the leadership is stuck and needs help 
the church has been so performance oriented 
it has begun losing its first love 

Possible Lever 
dedicate a year to teaching grace and mercy 
eliminate all coercive messaging around 
finances 
have an open process for evaluating leaders 
focus for an extended period on love for 
God, for one another, and for the needy 

Theoretically, there are many leverage points in social systems, but there are a few that are most 
useful in congregational systems: 1) a deeper attention to the collective beliefs, 2) a collaborative 
critical assessment of a situation, 3) the vision that moves the members, and 4) the improvement 
of organizational processes. 
In a document associated with this training, “Consider Carefully What You Do,” is an Old 
Testament story that concluded with an improvement of Judea’s institutional processes. Anyone 
who is familiar with the Old Testament will notice that the era of the kings was abounding in 
dysfunctional and/or corrupt monarchies. The early years of King Jehoshaphat’s reign was no 
exception. However, after a rebuke from a seer/prophet named Jehu, Jehoshaphat made a decision 
that turned around the entire kingdom of Judah. He simply restored the judicial processes 
established by Moses (2 Chronicles 19:4–11), and the results were spectacular. Jehoshaphat made 
Judah whole and just and won the Lord’s favor.  
In the next two sections, we will look at illustrations of leverage points. Be aware, the first one is 
secular but the application to denominations, sects, movements, global charities, and huge 
multisite churches can’t be missed. 
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The Lever of Critical Assessments 
 
Note: A critical assessment generally describes an acute and in-depth inquiry and can be 
conducted either as a preemptive or responsive measure. These processes are not designed for 
fault-finding or assigning blame, unless, of course, the matter involves justice. 
The following story is true, but it is so extreme that it is like a parable describing something worse 
than happens just about anywhere. The point of using this colossal miscarriage of justice is to 
simply make the case that even the most horrific systemic issues (consequences of issues inherent 
in the overall system) can be remedied by the lever of in-depth reporting. 
A recent series of reports from the UK that the BBC called The Great Post Office Scandal 
poignantly demonstrates how a noble organization’s structure can undermine its legitimate 
purpose. Between 2000 and 2014 the Post Office Ltd. wrongly prosecuted 736 Post Office workers 
for theft or false accounting. In April 2021, the Court of Appeal overturned criminal convictions 
for theft and false accounting of thirty-nine former postmasters, and the payouts have just begun 
for well over 500 former employees. Pay close attention, because this contemporary vignette 
vividly illustrates what is wrong with top-down, siloed organizations where information and 
decisions are secluded in poorly designed structures. 
The multinational postal and courier service was originally established in 1516 as a department of 
the English government. By 1683 it had its own prosecution department for the purposes of 
combatting highwaymen. Over the centuries the institution underwent many changes and 
innovations in service. In 1969 the service transitioned from a government department to a separate 
entity, though keeping its own legal prosecutors. 
In 1999 the Post Office paid Fujitsu of Japan to install a computer system called Horizon IT to 
replace their largely paper-based system for recording stock and transactions, which would 
improve the tasks of postmasters. Not long after the installation, some of the postmasters began to 
report shortfalls that could not be accounted for—in the thousands and tens of thousands of pounds. 
The Post Office blamed the postmasters and held them responsible to repay losses. At no time did 
the Post Office consider whether the computer system was to blame for the great damage being 
done. In the end there were imprisonments, serious debts, bankruptcies, ruined marriages, 
addictions, serious health conditions, and suicides and other premature deaths. 
The Post Office prosecutors led the organization into tunnel vision, singularly focused on 
retrieving money and constantly and defensively emphasizing how robust the Horizon system was. 
The leadership never stopped to wonder why over seven hundred previously reliable and law-
abiding individuals became thieves, beginning shortly after a new system was installed. To make 
matters worse, they kept the knowledge of this inconceivable number of supposed violations to 
themselves. This meant that each alleged theft was treated as if it were the only case. 
Almost immediately, in 2000, problems with the Horizon software emerged, whereby one sub-
postmaster, Alan Bates, was on the hook for a mysterious shortfall of more than 6000 pounds. By 
2003 this matter was not reconciled, and his contract was terminated. Suspecting that he was not 
the only victim, Bates launched a website that helped him discover dozens of others. However, it 
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had no effect in bringing about an inquiry that would lead to justice. But years later things changed 
when an investigative reporter got involved. 
In November 2010, Nick Wallis, a journalist for a local BBC radio station, used Twitter to ask if 
taxi drivers “had any good stories to tell.” He received an interesting reply from the owner of a 
taxi firm, Davinder Misra, who told him his pregnant wife, Seema, had been sent to prison for a 
crime she did not commit. Wallis immediately began looking into the matter and discovered that 
Seema was not the only victim of something horribly wrong. He eventually recorded interviews 
with dozens of victims, insiders, and experts, uncovering hundreds of documents to build up an 
unparalleled understanding of the Horizon IT and Post Office cover up. Nick Wallis was 
instrumental in using an integrative report to bring what became The Great Post Office Scandal 
into the public eye, empowering victims to take on vested bureaucratic interests. 
Despite the long history, size, and power of the UK Post Office, Horizon’s defective software 
exposed a monstrous leadership culture led by a horrendous and unnecessary relic of the past—
internal prosecutors. By having the power to prosecute since the late 1600s the Post Office was 
both the victim and the investigator, a clear conflict of interest. These prosecutorial players were 
offended by the shortfalls, and instead of eliminating the Horizon system as a potential contributing 
factor, which is what objective investigation would do, they targeted postmasters and sub-
postmasters. By not questioning their assumptions and playing judge, victim, and jury, they created 
a culture of blame.  
In 2012, Paula Vennells, an ordained priest, had been appointed Chief Executive of the Post Office. 
Shockingly, despite her seminary training, Vennells was no lever for change. She maintained the 
status quo, upholding the position that there was no fault in the Horizon system. In 2019 she 
resigned and walked away with a large severance, but she avoided being defrocked by leaving the 
priesthood. Neither Vennells, her predecessors, nor Fujitsu have ever apologized. The scandal is 
described as “the most widespread, known miscarriage of justice in the UK.” 
The government, as in the taxpayers, stepped in to help the Post Office pay out as much as 350 
million pounds in compensation and legal fees. The greatest costs for keeping the reported failures 
out of the spotlight is immeasurable in damages to individuals and families. And, of course, the 
Post Office has lost the public trust. This scandal is a warning for all organizational structures 
when the appropriate systems for objectively mitigating risk and reporting complaints are broken, 
corrupt, or altogether nonexistent. And it clearly highlights the need for open systems and widely 
distributed knowledge. Treating systemic issues as one-offs is a recipe for disaster. 
What was the lever that stopped the craziness and led to an official inquiry? A credible assessment 
that integrated the victim’s voices, eyewitness testimony, documentation, and professional review. 
The whole matter could have been solved much earlier if the Post Office or Horizon IT 
organizations had initiated independent investigations. Even though it took years for the full matter 
to see the light of day and for an intervention to occur, the day of reckoning came because of a 
highly acclaimed publicized critical assessment from someone who had no pony in the race.  
On a much smaller scale, and on a more positive note, let’s look at an example in the faith world 
of how another kind of lever can rectify longstanding institutional problems.  
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The Lever of Collective Beliefs 
 
An inner-city ministry in our large metropolitan church had been wrangling with a myriad of issues 
going back years: longstanding feuds, race challenges, secret lives of key people, conflict with 
ministers, significant staff turnover, failed business ventures between members, and so forth. The 
staff was so dysfunctional that the leader decided not to hold staff meetings for six months. The 
city leader requested a transition to the suburbs, and my wife and I (Steve and Tricia) were asked 
to move into the city.  
Shortly after we arrived, we found that members were not following the Scriptures in their 
approach to conflicts. For example, many Christians who had heard only one troubling side of the 
story on various matters did not seek the other perspectives or push for reconciliation. We also 
discovered that gossip was rampant. Once I asked a rhetorical question from the pulpit: “Do you 
think gossip is a problem?” I was astonished when a woman shouted out something like, “I gossip 
about people in this room all the time. I am sorry.” That honest response was helpful, but the 
problem was deep. 
Some members were secretly discussing baptizing their babies to appease their families from 
traditional religious backgrounds. Some shamelessly circulated hurtful e-mails, and others held 
invitation-only gossip sessions. Sometimes even respected members would do things like 
interrupting a midweek meeting to talk about an old wound or making disparaging comments about 
ministers during a simple announcement of an event. About two dozen people were straddling 
worship with other religious groups on Sunday morning, sometimes seeing each other there and 
then arriving together late at our meetings. And one staff member was moonlighting with another 
fulltime job. 
Another issue of division was cultural. The North and South city ministries had previously merged. 
Meeting farther south for midweek and Sunday services affected the demographics. We were 
losing Caucasian members to the suburbs because they felt unrepresented. The previous South and 
North ministries as a group were still like oil and water. Their histories and cultures were vastly 
different; there was little social blending except through sports, children’s ministry, and annual 
benevolent projects. But the fact that white members were moving out was the least of our 
problems. 
There were nearly two dozen intractable conflicts that had to be handled before other issues could 
be resolved successfully. Some of the feuds led to pockets of folk sitting in committed isolation 
against other angry Christians. But members typically did not want to engage in conflict resolution 
processes, in part because resolutions historically favored leaders, those closer to the mediator, or 
white people in a race-related skirmish. It seemed like a catch-22. We couldn’t solve problems 
until we resolved conflicts, and we couldn’t resolve conflicts with the current setup. 
No one had an idea how to move forward, and there had been no precedent in our churches, to my 
knowledge, for resolving such deep issues. 

How would we proceed?  
I discovered a simple lever only AFTER I worked through these steps: 
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• I met with many of the adults across a vast region. 
• I learned of numerous “lived experiences.” 
• I was culturally curious about Southside history, reading a variety of books. 
• My wife and I developed many Southside relationships. 
• A real picture emerged. 
• I formed a local team and build consensus for the plan with small group leaders.  
• We developed a “draft” plan and ran it by leadership and local reps. 
• We slowly built consensus for the plan with small group leaders.  
• I held two townhall (interactive) meetings, and presented an integrated narrative. 
• I presented the twofold plan. 

 
None of those things were levers, but this process helped me identify the leverage point: vast 
disobedience to Jesus’ words.  
The twofold plan was simple: 

(1) On December 6, every member was required to affirm their commitment to one-another 
talks whenever they found themselves in any conflict, adhering to either Matthew 5:23–
24 or 18:15ff, from that day forward. They could affirm this covenant with Tricia or 
me. We said this affirmation “on paper, with a hug, a handshake, or a phone call 
expressing agreement to live according to Matthew 5 and 18 is all that is required. We 
will take you at your word. And by the way, you made this commitment to Jesus’s 
words when you were baptized. But we’ve drifted so far it has become necessary 
to reaffirm our commitment to what we already said we believed.” 

(2) We also offered a resource team of nine qualified, mature people who could be 
available to mediate issues. 

 
The lever was the covenant based on Jesus’ words. Seventy of the members did not affirm and 
left the church. The power of 320 affirmations overwhelmed the seventy dissenters. Interestingly, 
our contribution did not go down, and neither did our attendance. The one thing that did go down 
was the number of our conflicts. The original twenty-three conflicts were reduced to three, which 
were subsequently resolved by the mediation team. The feuds dissipated. And about twenty of the 
members who left eventually returned. We experienced shalom. 
The homework in getting a good picture was vital, but most of the success is attributed to the lever 
of appealing to our church to recommit to the teachings of Jesus about going to our brother or 
sister when we have problems to win them over before talking to anyone else. That’s the power of 
reaffirmed collective belief that led to repentance, cleansing, and unity. 
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Visualizing the Local Congregational System 
 

Every system is perfectly designed to get the results it gets. 
—W. Edwards Deming 

 
W. Edwards Deming, an engineer and management consultant, was most known for his principles 
for manufacturing design, quality through continuous improvement, and effective testing models. 
But his insight into human systems and Scripture is our focus. 
Deming was on the forefront of workplace dynamics, witnessing the interconnectedness between 
individuals and subgroups. He perceived the dynamics of interplay between individuals as 
important in collaboration, problem-solving, and a culture of engagement. He frequently cited the 
visualization of the church body promoted by the Apostle Paul. 

A body is not one single organ, but many. Suppose that the foot should say, “Because I am 
not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it does belong to the body none the less. Suppose 
that the ear were to say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it does 
still belong to the body. If the body were all ear, how could it smell?… There are many 
different organs, but one body. The eye can not say to the hand, “I do not need you.”4 

Deming was a man of deep faith, and he was also a composer of hymns, a singer, and a 
musician. Consider another metaphor for well-functioning human systems that he used. 

An example of a system, well optimized, is a good orchestra. The players are not there to 
play solos as prima donnas, each one trying to catch the ear of the listener. They are there 
to support each other. Individually they need not be the best players in the country. Thus, 
each of the 140 players in the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra of London is there to support 
the other 139 players. An orchestra is judged by listeners, not so much by illustrious 
players, but by the way they work together. The conductor, as manager, begets cooperation 
between the players, as a system, every player to support the others. There are other aims 
for an orchestra, such as joy in the work for the players and for the conductor.5 

In contrast to other management influencers of his day, Deming did not see humans as drones to 
be directed, but as individuals who seek opportunities to do good work and be recognized for it. 
During much of the twentieth century, laborers were treated as cogs in a great machine—a machine 
greased and fine-tuned by managers in the pursuit of efficiency. He went in a different direction, 
believing that people should be valued for tasks that they are suited for and in which they find joy. 
The manufacturing industries of Japan became the laboratory to test his philosophies. Over time, 
he was vindicated and heralded as a hero when the auto industry in Japan surpassed Detroit in 
making longer-lasting, more reliable, and less-expensive cars. 
I believe that W. Edwards Deming understood what the Apostle Paul emphasized in his letters, 
particularly to Christians in Corinth, Ephesus, and Rome. What would happen if we looked at our 
current ministry like a body, thought through our needs, grasped the benefits of each possible role, 

 
4 W. Edwards Deming, The New Economics: For Industry, Government, Education (Cambridge, MA: MIT, 1994), 65. 
5 Deming, The New Economics, 66. 
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and considered the spiritual individuals who possess those gifts? We might be surprised to find out 
that some of our members are not in the right seat on the ship. In other words, their gifts and 
callings don’t match their current task and the needs.  
A well-developed system comes down to the following things: 

(1) There is a good understanding of roles/gifts and how they impact the congregation. 
(2) People serve in roles where they have the skills/gifts. 
(3) They sense they are called to their current role. 
(4) They are valued for their contribution. 
(5) They innately give their best and don’t have to be overly “managed.”  
(6) There is no unexplainable deferential treatment. 
(7) Everyone knows or has access to the main purpose, goals, and other information 

relevant to their tasks. 
(8) The channels for sharing or accessing pertinent information and influence are clear. 
(9) The chain for reporting is not overly hierarchical. 

 
To that last point, W. Edwards Deming warned of an organizational chart that looks like “the usual 
pyramid,” which “only shows responsibilities for reporting, who reports to whom. It shows the 
chain of command and accountability.” But a pyramid, he says, “contributes to fragmentation.”6 It 
happens by creating a distance between the ones who see a new concern and the ones who possess 
the decision-making power. 
Visualization helps us see if our churches operate like the living organism of the human body. We 
will see intra-dependance within substructures and interdependence within structures. A good 
example of interdependence is the Los Angeles International Churches of Christ. 

 
 

6 Deming, The New Economics, 60. 
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Let’s close with two brief stories to illustrate the value of systems thinking. One was a success, 
whereas the other was a failure. Some time back my wife and I consulted for three months with a 
congregation that had declined from 850 to 260 over the years. There had been a deep divide 
among leadership for about seven years. The congregation got plenty of outside attention over 
time, and every attempt to solve things involved addressing a symptom—holding many talks to 
sort out personal conflicts, dozens of hours moderating disputes on various topics, and still, same 
or similar matters continued to erupt. 
Instead of beginning by conducting mediations, we took a systems approach, which began with 
in-depth listening to people coming from a wide variety of vantage points. We interviewed fifty 
people and discerned a solid, widely agreed-upon story and important subject not previously 
discussed out in the open. A narrative and critical assessment was developed that included 
timelines, a review of records, and examination of typical resolution processes that made it 
straightforward to identify underlying dynamics. The collaborative assessment contained insights 
that a mediation would never have unearthed—how long-past events changed the culture, damaged 
trust, and skewed processes. After the assessment was released, the mediations were very 
manageable. The engagement concluded with broad peace and the return of former members, and 
we did not lose anyone along the way. And over the next year the congregation reached a 
membership of 320 and the contributions rose substantially. 
In another matter there was a serious conflict that reportedly also went back seven years. It 
eventually played out in such a way that someone was going to be fired. We were asked to mediate, 
but I did not realize its breadth included dynamics going back over two decades, people who were 
in other cities, an unhealthy level of backchannel conversations, and unrealistic expectations on 
the mediation from the outside. Additionally, my comediator had to pull out at the last moment. 
Unwisely, I proceeded, and it was my first and only professional disaster—a major lessons-learned 
moment. Not only did the matter require a larger team, but it also needed a systems approach, 
rather than a one-off mediation. Even if the mediation had been successful, the underlying 
dynamics would have continued. 
There’s nothing like a well-timed, widely embraced, critical assessment conducted by a qualified 
team with a clear charter. 
In our next session, we will look at managing organizational dysfunction. Despite the title, it’s not 
as heavy a topic as it sounds. I will attempt to put some fun into dysfunction. 


