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YOUR CHURCH CAN CHANGE!


Change is inevitable. Growth is optional.
—John C. Maxwell




WE ARE ENTERING INTO A NEW DAY IN CHURCH MINISTRY. Change is necessary but it’s increasingly complex to do, and it’s painful to see churches implode when disruption occurs. Church leaders need to appropriate God’s wisdom and learn new skills to move forward effectively. 
Some change is unavoidable. The church population grows older, pastors retire, ministry leaders move out of town, and the church facility ages. All those things happen automatically as the years go by. 

But there are times when church leaders need to initiate changes to honor God and enable a congregation to fulfill its mission. And those transitions can either be done foolishly or with wisdom.
Many people are extremely nervous and insecure about all the changes that are happening in their jobs, in their families, in our country, and around the world. They’re already overloaded with anxiety. Consequently, they often look at the church as the one thing in their lives that should never change. That kind of mindset is found in every type of church.
Tod Bolsinger aptly pinpoints the challenges ahead, by saying, “Indeed, most of our congregations are filled with people who were blessed by what once worked. And so, we default back to those things”1

Churchgoers, by nature, are religious. If you don’t believe it, try to modify a weekend worship service, overhaul your small groups, or change your children’s ministry, and see how people respond. 
Change threatens our habit patterns and yanks us out of our comfort zones. Try to alter a valued custom, tradition, or service, and significant pushback usually occurs.
It’s especially difficult to change the culture of an established church. Culture can be defined as the assumptions and the ingrained, often sub-conscious thinking that is prominent in a group or organization. It’s the “way we do things around here.” The fact is, we cannot become what God wants us to be by remaining what we are.
To solve current problems, we need to see new possibilities. We need to have a vision of what could be better and be willing to orchestrate change with grace and wisdom. There is much at stake. 

In the days ahead, will your church advance the kingdom of God through leading people to Christ and helping them grow to maturity? Or, will your congregation slowly die and become less and less fruitful?
Howard Hendricks once said, “When your memories are more exciting than your dreams, you have begun to die.”2 When churches become stagnant, pastors often get the blame. And with so many churches in decline, sadly, many leaders feel like giving up. 
When progress needs to be made, what can be done to manage the change process effectively? It starts with seeking God in prayer for his vision for the church and being open to the Spirit of God changing us. Thankfully, in the final analysis, we can trust in the promises of God, that “he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus (Philippians 1:6).


1.
        Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory, Tod Bolsinger, p. 40. 
    
2.
        Quoted in How to Lead Your Ministry Through Change, Michael Cavanaugh, p. 20, 2021.
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NEW WINESKINS


The only human institution which rejects progress is the cemetery.
—Harold Wilson



IN LUKE 5:37-38, JESUS SAYS: 
And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. Otherwise, the new wine will burst the skins; the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, new wine must be poured into new wineskins. And no one after drinking old wine wants the new, for they say, "The old is better.”
In New Testament times, wineskins were made from animal skins, sewed together at the edges to form watertight bags. These wineskins could retain their elasticity for several years, but when they became older, they weren't able to endure the expansion caused by the fermentation process. The wineskin would then break, and all the wine would spill out. The precious wine would be wasted.
The new wine represents the new life that God gives to us in Christ. The old wineskin represents the rigid religion of the scribes and Pharisees, who were prominent Jews in Jesus' day.  
Those guys cherished their rituals and rules. They loved to reminisce about the past. Their heroes were Abraham and Moses, and they could confidently talk about how God used to speak and act hundreds of years ago when those men were alive. 
Unfortunately, by rejecting Jesus, most of the Jewish leaders missed out on the current thing God was doing. The moral of the story is this: The new life, given to us by God’s Spirit, should not be forced into old, inflexible, wineskins.
My grandparents used to be involved in a thriving church in the south end of Columbus, Ohio. Over time, the neighborhood changed and many of the church members moved to the suburbs because they felt safer and believed their property values would be more stable. 

The church quit reaching out to the surrounding neighborhood and as the years went by, fewer and fewer people were willing to drive to the inner city to attend worship services and other events.
I will never forget visiting the church with my brother and seeing only a handful of senior citizens, all over 70, sitting in a large sanctuary, struggling to pay the bills and keep the doors open. They no longer had the money to support a full-time pastor. If only this congregation had been willing to change at the first signs of decline!
Instead of retreating from the surrounding culture, what if they had the leadership and focus to reach out to the new people moving into the area? It was a church that needed to be revitalized with a fresh purpose and vision. Instead, it experienced a slow, painful death.
Deep down, some of us may think: “Lord, I really like this wineskin. It’s been very flexible and extremely functional in the past.” 

But what about now? Has your church "wineskin" become old and inflexible? Are we eager for the new thing God may want to do today?
How we need a fresh outpouring of God’s Spirit and an openness to embrace new possibilities for ministry and creative solutions for current problems. The message of the gospel must never change, but the methods and structures we use in the church must remain pliable to minister effectively to a lost and broken world.
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WHAT ARE THE HURDLES?


Our dilemma is that we hate change and love it at the same time; what we really want is for things to remain the same but get better.
—Sydney J. Harris


WHAT ARE SOME HOT BUTTON ISSUES that bring conflict to churches? Consider the following examples: 
	When you change the worship service, especially the music.

	When the new people outnumber the old timers.

	When changes are made to the church building or something iconic is eliminated.

	When the power alignment is shaken up.

	When you change the name of the church.

	When you eliminate a ministry that some found to be meaningful.

	When a popular staff member is fired or chooses to leave for unclear reasons.

	When the church changes its stand on volatile social issues or theological beliefs.



Pastor Sam Rainer made this amusing observation about his church:
I should’ve remembered this principle when I tried to lead a previous church to switch worship times. The traditional service would move to the 8:30 a.m. slot and the contemporary service would take the 11 a.m. time. It was a simple change, nothing fundamental. Everyone could still have their service just the way they like, albeit at a different time. The resistance and opposition were fierce. The pain was real. Tension was palpable. I received hate mail. Two deacons bordered on needing an exorcism. I promise I saw their heads spin around. I backed down.1
It’s not uncommon for a search committee to find a new pastor for the church and they assure that person they’re ready for change. The individual is hired and finds out later that very few would embrace substantive change. 

Please realize that hiring a new lead pastor is already a big change. Consequently, until trust and credibility is established with the congregation, it’s not smart for the new person to take a wrecking ball to the existing environment. 
Many leaders make the mistake of assuming the church is ready to change, when only slight, cosmetic changes will be supported. In a “Peanuts” cartoon, Charlie Brown says to Linus: 
“Perhaps you can give me an answer, Linus. What would you do if you felt that no one likes you? Linus replies, “I try to look at myself objectively, and see what I could do to improve. That’s my answer, Charlie Brown.” To which Charlie replies, “I hate that answer!”2
Like Charlie, there are a number of reasons why many of us resist change.
People resist change when it seems too hard.
Whenever change seems imminent, the question on everyone’s mind is, “How will this affect me?” or “How will it affect my ministry?” We all want to know what we will gain or what will we will lose. 
People tend to look at change individually and not organizationally. Their primary concern is, “What’s best for me?” rather than “What’s best for the church?”
As leaders, we would like to think everyone loves the church as much as we do. But the truth is, people are self-centered by nature. 
When reacting to proposed changes, most of us have a “What’s in it for me?" mentality. We want to know how the change will affect us and disturb our comfort zone.
Church members already feel overtaxed and overextended. And they often oppose changes in policies, procedures, or environment, if they perceive it demands more of their time and money, and causes additional stress.
When are individuals ready for something new? People are more motivated to change when they’re hurting or heartbroken. As the saying goes, sometimes you have to get to the bottom before you start looking up.

Others change when they learn enough and they want to, but information by itself does not provide enough incentive for lasting transformation. As Christ followers, we must rely on the Spirit of God to do a refining work in our hearts and we need others to walk with us. Thankfully the Lord provides courage and strength to persevere when our journey gets tough.

People resist change out of fear.
There is fear of the unknown. Change means traveling in uncharted waters, and this causes our insecurities to rise. Therefore, many people are more comfortable with old problems than with new solutions. 

Some individuals get concerned that change will produce unforeseen consequences and create additional anxiety. Fear of the unknown often paralyzes them and they end up refusing to take the risks associated with a new idea.
Likewise, too many people, fearing failure, hold tenaciously to whatever is comfortable and continue to resist change. Elbert Hubbard once said, “The greatest mistake you can make in life is continually fearing you’ll make one.”3
There’s also a fear of losing something important. Some individuals express concern over compromise. They worry that in adopting the new, they’ll have to give up something important to them.  They're concerned that new ideas will make obsolete current practices and behaviors that have been meaningful to them.
People resist change when communication is lacking.
Church leaders often assume they’re communicating with the congregation when they make a verbal announcement during a worship service, or if something is mentioned in a printed handout. But they fail to realize that a significant percentage of the church may not be in attendance on that weekend. 
Some pastors and staff members will reason that the information is on a website, available through an app, or sent via text or email, but they have no way of knowing who received the news and how they feel about it. 
Verbal or written announcements, given on one occasion, will certainly miss a lot of people. It often takes multiple reminders to sink in.
If we really want everyone to get a message, we need to think through the very best way to ensure that it happens. 
Church attenders tend to oppose change when they don’t hear about it in a timely manner, or when the information doesn't come to them through an official source. 
People also resist change when they feel disrespected, especially when someone else made a decision that affects them, or their ministry, without first talking to them. 
When individuals lack ownership of an idea, they sometimes won’t support it, even when it’s in their best interests. They simply don’t like the idea of feeling manipulated or like pawns of the system. 
Wise leaders allow others to give input and be part of the change process. In reality, often the key to our attitude about change is whether we’re initiating it (in which case we’re all for it) or perceive someone else is imposing the change on us (which causes us to question). 
Wise leaders think through a communication plan to answer these questions:
	Who needs to know about the proposed change? 

	How will the information be communicated?

	Are key leaders

	


Leaders must earn their followers’ trust before asking them to undertake major change. Followers must trust their leaders in proportion to the change being proposed before they will take the risks needed to get it done. Leaders gain trust in two primary ways: sacrificial service and demonstrated competence.4
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