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  Introduction


  This is a book about planning. A primary responsibility of leaders is to help the congregation understand where it is going, why such a direction is important, and how to get there. By leaders, we mean not only pastors or rabbis, but also congregational members who hold formal and informal positions of leadership. Leaders need to help people find worthy goals. They need to have a plan to structure work and maximize the resources of the congregation. They need to build agreement in the congregation about the plan, so that people are willing to move together toward the goal.


  Planning can be challenging in the contemporary congregation, where people share a common faith and values but may have very different preferences and needs. Some leaders want to reach out to potential members of the congregation, while others would prefer to direct resources to support current members. Some desire help for their own spiritual growth, while others would like a congregational initiative to address community issues that might shape or support other people. Some want to emphasize ministry with youth while others hope for help in developing small sharing groups for adults. Some want change. Some want stability. The conversation about what a congregation is to do and where it will direct its resources can be quite complex.


  The Central Task of leadership


  What is a leader to do? How do you negotiate all of the preferences and opinions in order to come up with a plan that all agree with and are willing to support and work on?


  Leaders can be misled by such questions, because these questions imply that there is a plan that will address everyone’s interests and meet the congregation’s spiritual and organizational needs. This dependence upon a plan assumes that the leader is the chief problem solver and that planning is all about finding a “solution” that will satisfy the various voices in the congregation while simultaneously addressing significant faith questions about the purpose of the congregation.


  We need to state clearly at the beginning of this handbook that we do not believe that planning centers on problem solving. The leader is not responsible for discovering the perfect solution or for creating a perfect planning process to get people to arrive at a perfect plan. Instead, the task of the leader is to help the people have a purposeful and meaningful conversation about who they are and what they believe is important to do. It is a conversation that can, and often does, result in a written plan.


  
    The leader is not responsible for discovering the perfect solution or for creating a perfect planning process to get people to arrive at a perfect plan.
  


  Planning Is than Technical Work


  We’ve looked at two false assumptions, that plans solve problems and that good problem solvers need plans. At the heart of these false assumptions is the idea that planning is a technical process. We commonly think of planning as identifying a particular path that we must follow to come up with the right answer. If you do A, it will lead to B, which will take you to C, all of which form a path to arrive at and get agreement on the final answer, which will tell you what you are to “do.” In this technical process, we know we need information-data collected from congregational members by surveys, interviews, or group meetings as well as data about the demographic makeup of shifts in the surrounding community. We believe that we must include in the process time for biblical study and discernment, so that we do not forget that this is about the will of God for our congregation. The whole process can feel pretty technical and is often expressed in technical ways. For example, Calvin Pava of the Harvard Business School calls this form of planning “normative systems redesign,” which he describes as “beginning with an extensive reformulation of the initial problem using widespread participation to involve diverse interests to focus on the redesign of the system of interrelated factors.”1 His work and understanding of planning is masterful. But the approach, as well as the language, feels heavily technical and formulaic.


  We (Alice and Gil) have been clergy leaders in congregations for years (Gil as a United Methodist minister for 31 years; Alice as an Episcopal priest for 19 years), and in addition we’ve worked as consultants to churches for years (Gil has consulted full time for 16 years; Alice for 29 years, often alongside parish responsibilities). We have each worked with individual congregations on planning, and we have coached leaders and denominational executives on developing and implementing plans. As authors writing about planning, and as trainers who have regularly led an Alban Institute four-day education event to train leaders in strategic planning, we appreciate the technical tools and paths that have been developed. We use them—in part. We even help to develop strategies and tools to contribute to the technical stockpile. But we do not believe that there is a path, a process, a strategy that, if followed by all congregations, will lead to a perfect plan. There is no specific program or style of planning that is not marked by the assumptions or preferences of the one( s) who developed the program. This dilemma was expressed by consultant and coach George Bullard when talking about the path to prepare those who would help congregations:


  
    Just like consulting thirty years ago, few formal programs in coaching are process driven. Some formal programs that do exist are training coaches to carry out a specific program, project, or process. When this is the approach the focus is not on coaching a congregation to be re-imaged in God’s image, but to be re-imaged in the image of the system’s creator [emphasis added].2

  


  To approach planning as a technical, preset process of following necessary steps is to arrive at the destination predetermined by the creator, the one who designed the steps.


  Planning as Holy Conversation


  We would like to present planning in a different light. We want to talk about the opportunity of planning as discernment. We want to talk about helping the congregation participate in holy conversation.


  Planning is conversation because it truly is dialogue. People explore their differences and their perceptions. People risk saying what they believe to be important. The talk is full of stories, memories, and hopes—the kind of conversation that strengthens and transforms people. It is conversation because it will follow its own unpredictable path. Different from problem solving and decision making that focuses and limits, conversation wanders and explores. It can be structured to have purpose. But conversation cannot be predicted or controlled.


  Conversation is holy because, at its best, it is about a people’s understanding of their identity as a faith community, their sense of purpose, and their relationship with God. Though the holy conversation may take a multitude of shapes and directions, at its heart that conversation centers around three critical formation questions:


  
    	Who are we?


    	What has God called us to do or be?


    	Who is our neighbor?

  


  This handbook will offer lots of technical information and tools. These are the ideas, tools, and processes we use when we work with congregations. However, we hold no expectation that leaders will follow a particular path or use specific tools and processes in predetermined ways to come up with “the plan.” Instead, we hope to offer ideas, pathways, processes, and tools to equip leaders to work with a congregation in shaping their needed holy conversation. We want this handbook to be a rich resource of possibilities for ways leaders can support congregations into and through planning conversations. But we do not recommend, nor do we ourselves attempt to use, all of these ideas, steps, and tools in any one congregation. The first task of leaders is to be aware of the many opportunities and tools available to help the congregation to have its holy conversation. The second task is to choose judiciously the methods, tools, and paths to enable this conversation to happen. We hope this book will support you both in expanding your repertoire of tools for holy conversation and in deciding which tools will work best in your congregation.


  
    We do not recommend, nor do we ourselves attempt to use, all of these ideas, steps, and tools in any one congregation.
  


  How to Read This Book


  We have written this book to be read in a particular way. We do not recommend reading the book with an eye to developing a full-blown planning process for your congregation. There are few congregations that need—and are capable of—an extended and exhaustive planning process. Few congregations need to end up with highly specific, measurable goals assigned to accountable people or committees. Congregations do need structured ways to talk about their identity, purpose, and future, and they need a path to develop consensus and a commitment to act.


  
    Congregations need structured ways to talk about their identity, purpose, and future, and they need a path to develop consensus and a commitment to act.
  


  You are invited, then, to read this book with attention to several focusing questions that will help you to discover the appropriate planning needs of your congregation. We suggest that the reader keep the following questions in mind while reading. They will aid you in deciding which of the ideas, models, and tools will be important to your congregation. (See also Resource A, page 207.)


  
    	What holy conversation about the congregation’s future do I believe we need to have at this moment in history?


    	When I consider the full planning process, what part is most important and appropriate for us to work on at this moment?


    	What strategies can I develop and use to involve people in a structured, open, and positive way?


    	What tools or information will we need to have this holy conversation?

  


  This book was written to introduce the stages, strategies, tools, and information needed and used in a full-blown congregational strategic plan. The reader will also find tools for assessing what is most needed and most appropriate in a specific congregation. We will offer examples and designs used by other congregations. We do not, however, hold the assumption that a given congregation will necessarily follow a full-blown planning process.


  Why, then, is it helpful to read the whole book? Clearly, in order for the leader to diagnose the specific planning need of the congregation and respond with appropriate strategies and tools, the leader needs to have an overview of what is possible and helpful through planning. We will be sharing a wide array of ideas, models, tools, and techniques in this handbook. Although we never use them all in one place, we do approach each congregation with all of these ideas, models, tools, and techniques “in our back pocket” so that we are equipped to ask the focusing questions identified above and to respond appropriately. In this sense, we are inviting readers to the double task of reading not only the text of this handbook, but also the more specific needs of their own congregation.


  We believe that to take this more open approach to planning is to take the risk of spiritual discernment. When a congregation follows a predetermined planning program, it will begin at the beginning, work through the steps, exercises, and information in the middle, and end up with a plan. Focusing on a preset planning program, however, limits the congregation’s opportunity to allow space and time for the intrusion of the hand of God or the movement of the Spirit that might operate outside of the path of the program or work on a different timetable.


  One of the intriguing stories in Hebrew Scripture refers to “pitching tent” in the book of Exodus. When the Israelites wandered in the desert, they moved when the pillars of cloud and fire moved; that is, when they had a clear sense of direction. When they were not sure about their next step, they “pitched tent” and waited to discern the next steps of their journey. This suggests that discernment does not operate on a knowable timetable. Instead, the plan and the path were developed within a discerning relationship with God. They were not able to rush ahead directly to the Promised Land. Their lingering in the desert demanded a high level of trust in God, both that their journey had purpose and that manna would be provided each morning to sustain them on the way.


  In fact, the story of the Exodus can be instructive for a congregation’s planning. In the wandering in the desert, it is clear that it was the journey much more than the destination that shaped the people. Had Moses been a better planner and pathfinder and discovered a straight route to make the trip to the Promised Land in a matter of months instead of wandering for years in the desert, the people may not have been changed when they arrived. They might have arrived much the same as they left Egypt—as a slave people. It was the journey, when they had to ask questions of how they would form community and what was important about their relationship to God, that shaped them into a nation.


  
    Allow planning and discernment to take the needed amount of time.
  


  Allow planning and discernment to take the needed amount of time. An axiom of general systems theory is that a congregation (or any system) cannot learn faster that it can learn. Don’t rush ahead, despite the reality that there will be those in the congregation or on the board—including yourself—who will be anxious to get to the “answer” and know what to “do.”


  The story of the Exodus also reminds us that leadership is a dance in which we seek a more distant future that is both meaningful and faithful while simultaneously managing the specific day-to-day realities of the trip. A friend who is a rabbi once shared a more contemporary midrash about the relationship between Moses and Aaron in the desert that points to this dance of equal necessities. Moses’ task, of course, was to envision the future. It was Moses who went off alone to encounter God face to face. He would return with new energy, a sense of direction, and a visible radiance from the encounter. Aaron, on the other hand, was the voice of management. He structured the trip from day to day, organizing tasks, assigning responsibilities, and making decisions.


  In this midrash, the teller focused on the part of the story of the delivery of the commandments. It was visionary Moses who, alone on the mountain with God, received the commandments. It was Aaron who waited below with the people, organizing daily life and trying to address the needs and anxieties of the people. The irony of this story was that just as Moses was receiving the commandment not to make graven images, Aaron was working below with the people who were busy creating these very same images in an effort to offer a visible leader (“gods ... who shall go before us”) on their journey. (See Exodus 32:1-35, especially v. 1.)


  The lesson of the midrash is that both Moses and Aaron were needed for the journey. Leadership needs to search for vision and ask the big questions of purpose and identity. Management needs to take care of the travel—determining the steps to take, giving people appropriate tasks, and making clear decisions. The only risk is to let Moses and Aaron get too far apart. It was when Moses and Aaron, vision and management, got disconnected that things fell apart. A planning process cannot be all vision without structure and direction. Neither can the planning process simply be a list of tasks or exercises that will magically lead somewhere. The leader and the planning team must be willing to dance between Moses and Aaron—to slow down enough to allow vision to take shape while also structuring a plan that will assist the people to move toward a future. Being flexible about the planning process, instead


  
    A planning process cannot be all vision without structure and direction. Neither can the planning process simply be a list of tasks or exercises.
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