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The Mission Planning Act requires every Presbytery to implement greater change in a shorter time-frame than anything I’ve experienced in thirty years of ministry. Shortly after the General Assembly I was talking about this with one of my mentors, an elder and retired management consultant. After our conversation he sent me a copy of The Change Riders by Gary D Kissler*.

I wasn’t sure why. The Change Riders is a case study of Glacier, a pseudonym for a major US manufacturing company, that had to undergo rapid structural change in the 1980s. Since the CofS is a church not a manufacturing company, is in the UK not the USA, and forty years have passed, I didn’t expect to find a great deal that would be of value. I was surprised. Time and again various things Kissler described resonated with what’s going on in our church at the moment.

For most people change, especially when it feels imposed, is unwelcome. Suddenly we find ourselves in the midst of a storm. What once seemed predictable no longer is. We’re not sure that the navigation skills we’ve developed will work. It’s even worse when others look to us for direction and reassurance. It’s little wonder that we end up feeling inept and inadequate.

It turns out that this was exactly how the managers in Glacier felt. Nothing in their working life had prepared them for the major transition which they were expected to lead. The managers were not alone. The workforce, in plants that were scheduled for closure, couldn’t believe what was happening. To them it felt that like a family forsaking its children. That phrase captures the disbelief we are met with when we try to explain why a particular building will have to close or a congregation will not be allowed to call a minister.

I was surprised to learn that, in the case of Glacier, the greatest burden was not borne by employees facing the loss of livelihood but by managers of plants who had to implement change. They had a degree of power which often led to them feeling they were responsible for the ‘failure’ of the plant. They then had to keep the plant operating while planning for its closure.  They were also expected to deal with the flak from the local community that was losing a major employer. And while all of this was going on, they were worried about their own future.

Many ministers will face these same pressures as we both serve congregations which face major changes and help our Presbytery negotiate its mission plan. If we feel we are being pulled in different directions and find we are worried about our own future it’s important not to beat ourselves up. Our reaction is neither wrong nor unusual. That’s not an argument that someone else should do this difficult job. Rather, as Di Murray of ComingUp4Air has told us, being aware of our reactions and then accepting them are the first steps in managing them.

Glacier’s senior management were concerned that, once a plant closure had been announced, quality and productivity would plummet. The opposite happened. Productivity rose in the majority of plants in the months following a closure announcement.  The main reasons for this were, either an attempt to show that the wrong decision had been made, or an act of defiance, or a refusal to accept reality. Perhaps it should not come as a surprise then if, a congregation that fears for its future, shows an increase in attendance, membership or income. However, if this is a general pattern, far from this proving that Presbytery has made the wrong decision, it is simply what it is likely to happen in every congregation that is earmarked for significant change.  

As well as these points of resonance, which can help to normalise the major changes we are experiencing, The Change Riders offers some pointers which can assist us.

First, preparation.  There is not a procedure someone can learn that will allow them to facilitate change effectively. However, there are skills which can be learnt. These include: convening meetings in a manner that prompts productive conversations, understanding group dynamics so that the positive effects can be harnessed and the negative ones minimised, and harnessing imagination to help people grasp alternative possibilities. 

Second, support.  The church needs to recognise the demands that this process is going to place on ministers (and other office bearers) who are both expected to facilitate this change, while also being directly affected by it.  The Assembly Trustees, whose report kickstarted this change, have a duty, I believe, to make resources available to both prepare ministers (and others) to facilitate change and to support them as they do so.

Third, communication. Honest and clear information is vital. The same message needs to be shared many times and in many different ways. During significant change those leading it believe they are communicating well, while those experiencing it believe they are not being given enough information.

Fourth, ending well.  Ministers know that a good funeral aids the grieving process. Some people might think it crass and insensitive to have a ‘celebration’ when a church building is to close or a congregation is to be dissolved. That instinct is, usually, wrong. Celebrating and giving thanks to God for the life and ministry of a congregation can help with the process of transition. 

The final reason I’m glad my mentor recommended The Change Riders is the title itself. It draws on the image of a rodeo rider who has to try and roll with the strength and unpredictability of an unbroken horse rather than to master it.  May the Holy Spirit give us the wisdom and courage we need to ride the waves of change over the next few years, so that our church is reshaped to play its part in God’s mission to the world.

*The Change Riders by Gary D. Kissler (Reading, Massachusetts; Addison-Wesley, 1991).
