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Managing Organizational Dysfunction 
guiding a faith organization that has operated contrary to its purpose and/or has 
undermined the wholeness and solidarity of its members 

 
 

Some biblical examples of dysfunctional communities include: 
(1) Jacob’s Family. Jacob was a child of a strange family dynamic that involved 

preferential treatment, whereby he learned to maneuver his way through life using 
deception, and eventually formed a polygamous family, inciting competition among 
some of the wives for attention and status, jealousy toward his favorite child, further 
deception, rivalry, and worse. Jacob, aka Israel, became a nation that exhibited some 
of the traits of this founding family. 

(2) Most of the Families in the Old Testament. This includes Adam and Eve, the families 
of Noah, Abraham, Lot, Isaac, Saul, David, Solomon, and many others. The causes 
varied: undealt-with character flaws such as envy and jealousy; polygamy, which 
brought envy and favoritism; family secrets; and unhealed legacy issues. 

(3) The Church in Corinth in Multiple Ways. The first letter from Paul indicated that the 
congregation was troubled by divisions, lawsuits between believers, other conflicts, 
and a lack of a response to well-known incest. The problems were resolved or had 
improved by the time of the second letter. 

 

Topics Covered 
 

(1) The Basics of a Well-Functioning Congregation 
(2) Indicators of Dysfunction 

(3) The Value of Seeking Fresh Perspectives 
(4) Paying Attention to Play Space 

(5) Resetting the Congregational System 
(6) The Lever of Great Processes 

(7) Anecdotal Insights: Optimal Congregational Functionality 
 

Concluding Thoughts 
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The Basics of a Well-Functioning Congregation 
 
In the early years of the Jerusalem congregation, it appears that it consistently functioned well 
despite its sudden beginning, overwhelming numbers, frequent persecution, and major needs. We 
don’t know as much as we would like to about the founding flock. However, a case can be made 
that it modeled four characteristics of a well-functioning congregation. 
Captivating organizing principles—The teachings, message, and person of Jesus, along with his 
triumph over death, captivated the earliest Christians. Every challenge and major decision in 
Jerusalem that we read about in Acts was anchored to Jesus and his principles, thereby 
guaranteeing that outcomes reflected his mission above the vested interests of individuals. The 
Jerusalem congregation navigated persecution, held meetings for a variety of purposes, quickly 
responded when members were neglected, heard other concerns, and made important theological 
clarifications. The first congregation knew their “Why?”—which made challenges more 
straightforward. 
Whenever a congregation’s members are compelled by the same mission, principles, and message 
they are more likely to come together in a meaningful way. 
A commitment to great resources—When the spiritual gifts, funds, and other sharable assets are 
committed to the greater collective purpose of the congregation and are utilized in a manner 
consistent with its organizing principles, the body can more likely function at its best. From the 
very beginning, the Jerusalem congregation benefitted from freewill donations from the sale of 
property and possessions, and the sharing of both homes and food. This conveyed the sense that 
they were all in this together, generating the very essence of community. 
When followers of Jesus believe that they are interrelated with each other and part of something 
from God that is much bigger than themselves, they commit what they have to the community. 
A well-integrated network—When the arrangement of individuals in roles is according to their 
gifts, spiritual history, and spirituality it enhances outcomes and generates trust. The Jerusalem 
leaders provided well-communicated explanations for how an apostle was selected, the spiritual 
criteria for problem-solvers, and who would distribute an important letter. 
When people are in suitable roles, processes are reasonable, and communications are strong, the 
congregation can more appropriately respond to trouble or opportunities and can better meet needs. 
The dignity of all human persons in Christ—Members receive the same treatment regardless of 
gender, ethnicity, marital status, or economic standing in society, and decisions are made on the 
merits of the reasons, not for selectively benefitting someone or a group. The apostles Peter and 
Paul, as well as James, each made statements against favoritism. James, an elder in Jerusalem, 
expounded on it in more detail (James 2:1ff).  
When everyone is treated with the same level of dignity, we avoid the extensions of favoritism: 
nepotism, cronyism, elitism, and exclusivism, and any other kind of deference or partiality to 
individuals or groups. 
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Indicators of Dysfunction 
 
When the four features of a well-functioning congregation are not evident, we will see one or more 
of the following: 

 

• Miscommunication 
• Misunderstandings 
• Lack of Focus, Strategy, Mission, or 

Resources 
• Apprehension About Certain Topics 

(even from the past) 
• Normalized Behaviors 
• Decisions That Are Hard to Justify  
• Poor Alignment of Roles 
• Unexamined Inherited Legacy Issues 

• Leadership Vacuum 
• Groupthink 
• Lack of Processes 
• Lack of Use of Existing Processes 
• Untouchable Individuals 
• Founders Syndrome 
• Fraternity “In Group” 
• Oligarchy/Shadow Structure 
• In-House Competition 
• Deliberate Silos 

 
Most forms of dysfunction lead to workarounds, which may succeed to some degree, but they also 
normalize the matter. 

 
The Value of Seeking Fresh Perspectives 

 
One of the difficulties in diagnosing a dysfunction is that we often can’t objectively see our role 
in the matter—cause, reactions, and overreactions. At times we can loop someone else in privately 
and informally, or more openly and formally. A formally invited outside party may offer to use 
interviews, group discussions, and even surveys to size up a situation. 
That third party can be one individual or a team. Their role could be: 

• Teacher—“Here’s another way of looking at this situation based on research.” 
• Bridge-Builder—“I can introduce you to someone who used to be in this situation.” 
• Seasoned and Trusted Guest Speaker—“You asked me if there is anything I’ve picked up 

on this weekend. I’m ready to share what I’ve observed.” 
• Consultant—“I can help you discover what the root causes are and propose solutions.” 
• Arbiter—“Let’s look at this situation with a fresh set of eyes, and do what is just.” 
• Healer/Mediator—“Let’s talk this through, work it out, and make amends.” 
• Coach—“I am going to call you to be your best version of you.” 
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Paying Attention to Play Space 
 
This section relies heavily on a metaphor to review the way events and individuals affect the way 
we perform our normal functions without fear or unnecessary interference. 
The term “play space” is used here, in the most ideal sense, to represent someone’s ability to 
maneuver within the community with freedom because of its trust, openness, and collective 
resilience. The following quote from Donella Meadows’ Thinking in Systems: A Primer introduces 
a helpful visual. 

I think of resilience as a plateau upon which the system can play, performing its normal 
functions in safety. A resilient system has a big plateau, a lot of space over which it can 
wander, with gentle, elastic walls that will bounce it back, if it comes near a dangerous 
edge. As a system loses its resilience, its plateau shrinks, and its protective walls become 
lower and more rigid, until the system is operating on a knife edge, likely to fall off in one 
direction or another whenever it makes a move. Loss of resilience can come as a surprise, 
because the system usually is paying much more attention to its play than to its playing 
space. One day it does something it has done a hundred times before and crashes.1 

Now, imagine the idealized congregation as a 
fixed plateau. Its “playing space” is wide open. 
Members are free to respectfully express 
themselves, bring up ideas, create solutions, and 
perform reasonable experiments for the sake of 
the whole body. Staff engagement is high, and 
trust is prevalent. 
Then a disruptive event occurs, perhaps a bad firing, power struggle, public bullying, wrongful 
discipline, or some other misfortune. A boundary is compromised. If that disruption is not properly 
addressed, it might damage the felt safety of members of the community. If individuals are 
believed to be at fault, they become associated with the breakdown. If more disruptions occur and 
are not properly addressed, regardless of the cause or variety, the compromised walls are felt.  
Taking Meadows’ plateau model one step further than the events that lead to shrinking walls is the 
notion that objects moving within the space may also affect the playing space. Those objects are 
often people and projects so sacred or privileged that they go unchecked: sacred cows, elephants 
in the room, and naked emperors. A sacred cow is the high-risk topic for those in the know. Perhaps 
it’s the employee who is a toxic rock star—a talented performer and entitled rule breaker. The 
elephant in the room is the topic virtually everyone is thinking about but not discussing. The naked 
emperor is the leader that no one will tell of their embarrassing social style or blind spots. 
This lens reminds us that we should continually put a premium on conversations that are important 
to the wholeness of our congregations. One quick example: A congregation was divided on firing 
the minister, and a storm was brewing, but they agreed to bring in a consultant. The outsider 
interviewed folks and found less than five percent of the members were dissatisfied with the 
minister’s performance, but most agreed that he often had foul breath. No one had told him. 

 
1  Donella Meadows, Thinking in Systems: A Primer (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2008), 78. 
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Resetting the Congregational System 
 
The idea of a reset is not new. Sometimes a leadership team can internally reevaluate its alignment 
and make significant changes, and at other times they can do better by pursuing outside counsel. 
Some resets are serious, and others are minor. The reasons for a reset vary, but they usually involve 
some combination of attention to structure, roles, commitments, and processes. 
The Bible. 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 
Samuel 5:1–3). This was a reset. Following the death of Ahaz, the new king, Hezekiah, presented 
an objective narrative of what happened during the previous generation. They were able to recover 
long-ignored practices and purify the temple (2 Chronicles 29). In both situations, the larger system 
was given a priority, rather than the interests of those in power. A corollary approach has been 
used in secular society, alongside restorative justice practices, to resolve tribal and national 
conflicts. 
Problem-Solving. The Japanese horticultural concept of cleansing that centers around bonsai plants 
became a metaphor for organizational cleansing. There are over thirty diseases that can occur in a 
bonsai colony, and the infection can spread through the air, through plant-to-plant contact, or 
through the soil. An expert gardener might even misidentify the source and remove a good plant. 
To address the situation with the much greater possibility of a safe colony, the solution is found in 
nemawashi, an agricultural term that means “the preparation of the soil and the roots before 
transplanting.” The gardener digs up each of the plants in and close to the contaminated system 
and cleans them from top to bottom, then replants each bonsai but not in the same place. 
By metaphorical extension, the wellness of the conflicted individuals and their relational system 
might need cleansing and a new arrangement. Japanese problem-solvers propose practices, 
changes, and realignments so that the group will find itself in a new relational dynamic—even if 
the exact cause of a problem was not entirely clear or completely agreed upon. 
Pacific Island Cultures. The ancient Hawaiian practice called ho’oponopono, which means “to 
make things right,” is an example of a reset. Pacific island communities utilized a problem-solving 
conference for discovery and a final arbiter (kahuna, or priest) to set out an ultimate solution for 
moving forward even if the matter was obscure. Once the session concluded with prayer and a 
meal, it was understood that the previous dispute would never be talked about again. 
A reset involves conventional investigative and conciliation techniques but calls on parties to allow 
for a fresh start where old issues have created a serious impasse or remain elusive. This method 
has been very useful for situations in which crucial facts of a matter were difficult or impossible 
to verify, memories were unreliable or conflicting, and other efforts to address the dilemma had 
not been effective. 
A reset might result in a regime change, only a few role changes, redefining roles, or attention to 
how decisions will be made in the future. In essence, a reset is a “from this point forward” approach 
that reduces the likelihood of the problems that led to the reset. 
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The Lever of Great Processes 
 
In the previous module, “Systems Thinking,” I mentioned that a leverage point for systems issues 
can be around organizational processes. One of the things that I’ve seen reduce bad behaviors and 
encourage good behaviors from employees and church members is great attention to processes. 
I’ll explain. 
A congregation can become beset with dysfunction when there is special treatment of individuals 
or fear of reprisal for properly dealing with someone. When the policies are insufficient or 
inaccessible, a culture can favor a gender, a race, a group of friends, a personality, or a group that 
stays in control and has some form of tenure. But when there is clarity of practices, policies, and 
processes for addressing matters accompanied by a commitment to carry them out, there is a 
healthy fear of becoming an offender. 
What helps ensure that the overall congregational system and its policies are effective is walking 
people through them and even role playing. When the members of a congregation know what the 
basic policies are, and who to call and what to do when things aren’t right, they are more likely to 
follow up. Breaches are not everyday issues, but here is a highly consequential story. A minister 
was guilty of serious ethical and legal violations in at least three of five churches he served in, in 
many ways, over twenty-five years. In fact, in one ministry there were whistleblowers, but the 
responses were slow, and the matters were lost in bureaucratic malaise. Well-informed members 
were very discouraged by having to listen to a minister who had lost their trust, and by the 
problematic congregational system. 
The diagram below illustrates the value of clarity, access, and wise guidance in contrast to the 
possible obstacles in an organizational maze that keep a matter from reaching a proper conclusion. 

 
 
When a serious matter such as a financial or sexual abuse is handled well according to the 
Scriptures and law and it is necessary to inform the congregation, the entire body benefits. Even 
though there might be grief or sadness over the fact that a violation occurred, there will be comfort 
that the congregational system is functional and just. Sometimes faith in the leadership of a 
congregation is stronger after a matter was resolved than it was before the problem was known. 
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Anecdotal Insights: Optimal Congregational Functionality 
These practices are directed to those who are in positions of authority or have influence. 

 
(1) Decide What We Are For More than What We Are Against. It is counterintuitive to 

many, but when people obsess over not wanting to be legalistic, old-school, top-down, 
authoritarian, or progressive and “woke,” or anything else that has bad connotations to 
the congregation, it doesn’t mean that they are standing for anything or going to 
accomplish anything. 
If a congregation has been too focused on reactivity to the past and to cultural issues, 
and not on their original reason for existence (i.e., captivating organizing principles), 
then it will take efforts to put a flag in the ground. One way to galvanize people around 
the original call of the church is to study a book together like Until Unity, by Francis 
Chan. This book leaves the reader with two impressions. One, that we should major in 
the majors. Two, real unity around the person and words of Jesus is essential. 

(2) Foster a Culture of Ownership. I recently met a former sergeant in the US military who 
ended up serving in Germany, post WWII. He spent time with non-Nazi German 
officers and recalls an observation from one of those officers about the war: “If a 
German soldier was told to retrieve a 10-ton truck from another base, he would attempt 
to obey the orders. If he was unable to acquire one, he would return, seized with 
trepidation, and report his failure. If an American soldier was directed to get a 10-ton 
truck, he would ask why and what task it was going to be used for. Then he would go 
get a couple buddies, and when they couldn’t get a 10-ton truck they would settle for 
two 5-ton trucks and go carry out the original task that the truck was going to be used 
for, get a beer afterward, and return the two 5-ton trucks, before reporting back to their 
commander. That’s why you Americans defeated Germany.” 
In the story the Germans were stuck in a command-and-control environment, which 
meant permission was required to logically deviate from orders. But when qualified 
individuals are trusted, and competent individuals can access the information they need 
and the wherewithal to appropriately solve an issue, they can own a matter and take 
care of it. 

(3) Nudge What You Can’t Immediately Fix. We don’t always have sufficient authority or 
mandate to address a problem. But we can still be an influencer. One of my professors 
at Lipscomb University made a statement that went something like this: 

When a church is stuck, and you are not able to get the leaders to see what's really 
going on, you have four choices: do nothing, leave, blow it up, or constantly 
nudge. Doing nothing and leaving can both result in “I wish I would have” 
regrets. Blowing it up leads to unpredicted outcomes for everyone, including 
blowback on those who lit the fuse. But nudging can eventually wear down the 
establishment. Sometimes a series of nudges from a variety of sources opens the 
system to change. Multiple nudges eventually make the pain of the status quo 
greater than the pain of change. That’s when good things begin to occur. And there 
are many ways to nudge. 
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Now you might ask, “What’s a nudge?” A crucial conversation that draws attention to 
a neglected reality. A well-developed survey and unbiased interpretations. Ongoing 
training workshops with new concepts and tools. Role-plays where people perform 
roles different from or even opposite to their real-life role. A well-facilitated townhall 
meeting. A respectful and private gut-honest letter to a leadership group. 

(4) Periodically Rehearse Possible Scenarios. One of the ways to get ahead of challenges 
is to take time at a staff meeting, a leaders’ meeting, or within a mix of individuals from 
various roles and focus on a believable situation. There is virtually no risk in engaging 
with the important partners in a simulation or role-play about a theoretical opportunity, 
new idea, or threat. This process can flush out issues before they become real. 

 
Concluding Thoughts 

 
There is a Greek word, homothumadon, that captures the essence of optimal functioning, and it is 
used in critical moments throughout the Book of Acts, where it is usually linked with togetherness 
and progress (1:14, 2:46, 4:24, 5:12, 8:6, 15:25), as well as in Romans 15:5–6. It is formed by 
homo and thumas. Homo means one or the same. Thumas can mean spirited, passionate, or 
fierceness. When these words are joined, they represent progressive harmony, such as a group 
rushing along toward a shared cause greater than the sum of their individual interests.  
I leave you with this thought: when humble believers come together with the same purpose, are 
determined to be self-aware, defer to others when it is most suitable to the greater cause, use their 
gifts, and meet needs, then we will experience wholeness, solidarity, and progress—the opposite 
of congregational dysfunction. 
The place for sophisticated processes, bylaws, policies, and HR manuals largely has to do with the 
complexities of the age, the tendency to slip away from good principles over time, and ensuring 
guardrails, especially for those who reach positions of authority. But there is no substitute for 
spirituality, experiencing togetherness, and carrying out gift-based practices in a deep and 
meaningful way.  
Consider reading the parable “Majestic Estates,” found in the document titled “Anything Can 
Happen.” It was written with the purpose of conveying how an organization can recover its bearing 
and its ability to function according to founding principles. 


