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FOREWORD

Yogi Berra had an insight into the obvious as he said, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it!”

In the 1990s we have come to a fork in the road of history. We do have a choice of which road to take into the future, but returning to the past is not an option.

Some yearn for yesterday, hoping and praying that next year will be 1955. But calendars never turn backward.

Personally, I believe that we are at a point of great opportunity and enormous potential. In this respect, the nineties are not unlike the first century. In Galatians 4:4 Paul explains that “when the time had fully come, God sent his Son.” The time for Jesus was just right: godly Jews waited for the Messiah, political peace in the Roman empire facilitated the communication of the gospel, and Roman roads and the Greek language joined people together as never before. The time was right, the opportunity was great, and the first-century Christians responded to the challenge to win their generation to Christ and the church.

We want to be like those first-century believers, seizing the opportunity and winning our generation. However, being like them does not mean traveling Roman roads or speaking the Greek language.

If we copy earlier believers in culture and method rather than in spirit and in truth, we compromise true Christianity. To be faithful to Jesus Christ requires that we travel our new roads as they traveled their old roads, that we speak today’s language the way they spoke yesterday’s language, that we be culturally relevant as they were culturally relevant. In other words, in order to be faithful to the message and person of Jesus Christ and to reach our generation, we must change.

In the pages ahead you will read Lynn Anderson’s chart for navigating the winds of change. Anderson unequivocably acknowledges Jesus Christ as the captain of the ship but also recognizes that the winds are blowing in different directions into the twenty-first century than they did into the first century.

—Leith Anderson


PREFACE

Leith Anderson’s ground-breaking book Dying For Change challenged me to apply sound change principles in the backyard of my own religious heritage. Churches of Christ, like many other Christian fellowships, struggle with change, but in too many situations we are hampered by systemic gridlock and a fixation on the past. Some are held back by fear of the unknown, and some even selfishly cling to old comfort zones.

But forty years of ministry and observation have deeply convinced me that, as fearful or uncomfortable as some may be, if we are to continue to fill our place in God’s global mission, some mid-course correction is overdue. Maybe even, in some cases, we must change or die!

Identifying what must and must not change is our first task. Certain truths are bedrock to the faith. Although this first task is challenging, our second is infinitely more complex: learning how to manage change!

No. I definitely do not pose as an expert on change management! There are no experts; we are learning together. But in my search for answers, I have drawn from several whose expertise I greatly respect: Peter Senge, William Bridges, Charles Siburt, Lyle Schaller, Leith Anderson, George Barna, Randy Lowry, Joe Beam, Chris Argyris, Daryl Conner, Dub Orr, and others.

As I sift, compile, and digest information, my convictions only deepen: we must be willing to change. If we are to stop the hemorrhage of young people from our churches; if we are serious about reaching unchurched people; and most importantly, if we are to authentically honor our God—we must be willing to change.

The Christian community is not the only one shaken by the winds of change. Our whole world is reeling from unprecedented degrees of upheaval, and we can learn much from the innovative efforts of the business world to manage change. The principles of this book combine my own thirty-five years of experience, research from other change agents, and gleanings from change management specialists in the business community.

I am convinced that the insights I used to navigate change in my own backyard fit other neighborhoods as well. While some of the illustrations and specific issues in this book relate primarily to my own fellowship, the principles come from a broad base and can be applied across the Christian community.

Several people trudged through the trenches with me as these pages came together. Huge thanks to Carey Garrett, who works professionally in corporate change management. Carey has cotaught seminar classes with me and coauthored much of section five. Special thanks also to Lyn Rose, my assistant who has been the “project supervisor” on this book. Her professional eye and unlimited energy, combined with her irrepressible sense of humor, made even the drudgery fun. Thanks also to Rene Heard who typed several drafts and to Dr. Evertt Huffard, of the Harding Graduate School of Religion, for a thorough critique and helpful input. And, last but not least, to Philis Boultinghouse of Howard Publishing Company. Philis has been more than an excellent, professional editorial technician; she has taken enormous emotional ownership of this book and its prospect for ministry.

My prayer is that God use these pages for his purposes.

 





“When you see the ark of the covenant of the Lord your God, and the priests, who are Levites, carrying it, you are to move out from your positions and follow it. Then you will know which way to go, since you have never been this way before. But keep a distance of about a thousand yards between you and the ark; do not go near it.” Then Joshua told the people, “Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do amazing things among you.”

Joshua 3:3-5





 



Like Joshua at the Jordan, We have never been this way before.
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 FACING THE CHILL WINDS OF CHANGE


The opening scene of Larry McMurtry’s novel Streets of Laredo finds Brookshire, a railroad accountant from Brooklyn, standing in the windy streets of Amarillo, Texas. He has come west bent on hiring Captain Call (a salty old leftover from Lonesome Dove) to hunt down a dangerous train robber. Brookshire has never been west before. It’s a new frightening world for him. He senses that his life will never be the same again, that he will never get back to Brooklyn.

Brookshire hates the wide-open west, especially he hates the wind, which keeps snatching away his stubby eastern fedora.

The wind lifted his hat right off his head. He was forced to chase it—not the first time he had been forced to chase his hat since arriving in Amarillo. He had taken to ramming his hat down on his head nearly to his eyebrows, but the Texas winds were of a different order than the winds he had been accustomed to in Brooklyn, where he lived. Somehow, time after time, the Texas winds lifted his hat. Before he could even get a hand up to grab it, there it went ….

This time the hat rode the wind like a fat bird—it had a twenty-yard lead on its owner before it hit the ground, and when it did hit, it rolled rapidly long the gritty street. Fortunately for Brookshire, a wagon was parked to the south of the station, and the hat eventually lodged against one of the wagon wheels. He strolled over and picked it up, trying to appear nonchalant ….

To his surprise, [he] suddenly found that he was feeling a little desperate—he felt that he didn’t dare move. The wind had become even more severe, and he had the sickening sense that he, not his hat, was about to blow away. There wasn’t a tree in sight that he could see: just endless plain. Unless he could roll up against a wagon wheel, as his hat had, there would be nothing to stop him for days, if he blew away. He knew it was an absurd feeling: grown men, especially heavy men such as himself, didn’t just blow away. Yet the feeling persisted, and every time he happened to glance across the street and see nothing—nothing at all except grass and sky—the feeling got worse….

Brookshire began to wish, very much, that he could go home to Brooklyn.1

Beginning here McMurtry draws us into a haunting story of change. Captain Call is the last of a dying breed. Familiar ways are vanishing. The winds of change are sweeping away a whole way of life, and the West will never be the same again.

Some time back, an eight-year-old girl stood on a brand-new lumber railway station platform at the little Canadian town of Kincaid, Saskatchewan. Shiny blue steel rails stretched across the prairies to the horizon. Around that little platform circled a colorful collection of buggies and Model T Fords. People were decked out in Sunday-go-to-meetin’ clothes. After she was eighty years of age, my mother told me how that day—when as a little girl she first heard the whistle blow and felt the earth tremble as that steam locomotive chugged into the station—she had had a terrified sinking feeling because she knew her world would never be the same again.

The winds of change tugged at her hat and threatened to blow her world away. Mom guessed right! The opening of that railroad signaled several decades of unprecedented change, and not just in her corner of the world. Things have moved so rapidly that, by the time my mother died five years ago, she had witnessed more global change than had occurred in all of history prior to her birth. Of course, the pace of change only accelerates today. And we have less and less idea what will happen next or where it’s all going to take us. We are not only driving beyond our headlights—we have run off the maps. Like Joshua at the Jordan, we have never been this way before.

NEW TERRITORY

The winds of change are howling around the church as well. In his book Dying for Change, Leith Anderson wrote:

Everyone is in motion. Each church member is changing while the church is changing while the society is changing. Change is not the choice. How we handle it is.

At the end of the twentieth century, the currents of society are becoming more powerful and the waves of change are crashing closer. It is increasingly difficult for any individual, family, business, organization, church, or community to escape the sweeping changes brought about by drugs, globalization, environmental pollution, political polarization, or economic realignments.

No one is isolated. No one is exempt. Whether for good or ill, whether we like it or not, change is inevitable.2

What is stirring this tempest? Countless currents converge, resulting in today’s tornado of transition. But three forces have dominated in recent decades. First, our world has shifted from an industrial society to an information society. This has created new values—the hottest market commodity today is the creation, transfer, and application of information and services.

People process information in new ways and with lightening speed. The culture keeps few secrets anymore; a home PC terminal can instantaneously access the best data on almost any given subject.

Second, the population demographic presents a whole new paradigm. People live longer and change careers more often. They depend less on corporations for security, on institutions for belonging, and on authorities for answers. As George Barna (church growth researcher and author) says,

The clock is running and churches who want to stay in the race must adjust to some new realities: Most people do not believe the Christian Church is relevant in today’s world; baby busters are looking for alternatives to traditional religious practices and faiths; fewer and fewer unchurched people express an interest in attending a Christian church in the future; adults are spending less time volunteering at churches.3

The pluralization of North America is moving with breathtaking speed as well, sweeping away former moral and cultural assumptions and chopping up the country into a thousand tiny market niches and mission fields.

Third, the restructuring of the economy, both nationally and globally, has made the future uncertain, job security unlikely, and several layers of mid-management nonexistent. Global advertising fills every village with tantalizing images of opulence, while real poverty grows like cancer in every country of the world.

Oh, yes, the winds they are a blowin’. But not all change is bad. Some change is mighty good, and this book picks up on the positive side of change, especially on positive changes in the church.

OLD MAPS

Not long ago, I believed churches could not change. Past literature said they could not. However, I no longer believe this, for I have seen churches change. Current literature chronicles changes in hundreds of organizations, including churches. And today’s changes are not merely cosmetic. Basic paradigms are shifting. Profound and speedy changes have catapulted us into “new realities” that make the “old rules” obsolete. If you don’t believe me, ask Gorbachev.

Yesterday’s “maps” fit times when change came in small units and moved slowly. But today, we have run off the old maps. The fierce winds have blown us into uncharted waters. Anything can happen. So if we are to connect, we must stay ahead of the change curve, continually inventing strategies to manage what is not fully here yet.

However, let me raise a warning flag. Our finest Christian leaders are learning what must change; but explosions are erupting in churches all over the country because very few, even of our brightest and best, know how to implement or manage desired change. Many sincere attempts backfire, actually heightening fear and hardening resistance, sometimes resulting in congregational upheaval, even in church splits. So it is imperative that we learn to change without trampling on hearts or dividing churches. In fact, at this turbulent point in our history, the most valuable skill we can acquire may well be effective change management. With that skill in hand, we may more likely be able to navigate the winds of change without being blown away.

A NEW ART FORM

But the art of change management is a brand-new field, even in the marketplace. Many of today’s flourishing corporations assign teams of high-powered personnel specifically to manage organizational change. My own circle of relationships provides a couple of examples: Carey Garrett,4 a warm and bright Christian woman who works for the largest information management corporation in the country and advises its clients on how to change to improve business performance; Joe Beam, a brother who leads a booming Georgia-based consulting group that helps corporations manage change; and Randy Lowry of Pepperdine University who has not only written an excellent book on conflict management,5 but conducts seminars and does consulting for church leaders. Of course there are hundreds of other resources and resource people in the field of change management.

Even the literature addressing change has itself become a growth industry. Organizational leaders in corporations, medicine, education, and other fields are tuning in to the research and insights of change management experts like William Bridges, Managing Transitions; Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline; Chris Argyris, Overcoming Organizational Defenses, and Daryl Connor, Managing at the Speed of Change,6 among others. (See the appendix for resources.)

Two years after Tom Peter’s book In Search of Excellence described forty-three of the best run companies, fourteen of them were in financial trouble due to failure to respond to change. If business organizations cannot survive the chill and turbulent winds of change without change management skills, can the church expect to flourish without them? Christian leaders, too, must shift paradigms (the ways we see things) if we are to nurture effective churches for the twenty-first century. There is no shelter from the raging hurricane out here on the plains of reality. So hang on to your hat—here we go!




SECTION ONE
WHY CHANGE?


1

“For time and the world do not stand still. Change is the law of life. And those who look only to the past or the present are certain to miss the future.”

John E. Kennedy





Christian leaders can live with the work, the flak, and the frustration; but we can’t live without dreams.




CHAPTER ONE
 SHATTERED DREAMS


Sometimes the winds of change not only whip your hat off, they can blow your dreams away as well. None of us can live well without dreams, because dreams fuel our vitality. All of my life I have been a compulsive dreamer. Can’t keep from it. I think it’s because I am part of the human family. Even poems about dreaming enchant us. Remember this song of a dreamer:

—Author unknown

Man is a dreamer ever,
 He glimpses the hills afar,
 And dreams of the things out yonder,
 Where all his tomorrows are.
 And back of the sound of the hammer,
 And back of the hissing steam, And back of the wheels that clamor,
 Is ever a daring dream.

BIRTH OF DREAMS

In other words, every big thing we humans have done began between some dreamer’s ears. Henry Ford dreamed a sputtering, rattling dream and put the world on wheels. Edison dreamed, and night disappeared. Columbus dreamed, and a new world came into view.

Einstein, while daydreaming on a hill one summer day, imagined riding sunbeams to the far extremities of the universe. Upon finding himself returned, “illogically,” to the surface of the sun, he realized that the universe must indeed be curved. This was the beginning of his theory of relativity.2

Beethoven stumbled through the woods stone deaf to sounds outside him but with his head full of musical dreams, and he put a song in the heart of humanity. Man is a dreamer—ever!

BROKEN DREAMS

Yet, dark shadows lurk behind our brightest dreams! Another poet hinted broadly that dreams don’t always come true.

We are all of us dreamers of dreams,
 On visions our childhood is fed;
 And the heart of the child is unhaunted, it seems,
 By the ghosts of dreams that are dead.

Only children dream blissfully unaware that some dreams get totally shattered. Life has not yet left them with broken dreams. But sooner or later … So the poet moves on:

From childhood to youth’s but a span
 And the years of our life are soon sped;
 But the youth is no longer a youth, but a man,
 When the first of his dreams is dead.

When did you last mourn the death of a dream?

In 1901 a strange sale took place in Washington, D. C. The government auctioned off 100,000 old patents that had never made it to production.3 The crowd repeatedly roared with laughter at the bizarre contraptions inventors had dreamed up. One was the “automatic bed bug buster”: two blocks of wood, with leather hand-holders—one for the right hand, one for the left. Simply place the bug between the blocks and “bust ‘im.” Didn’t sell! Another device was intended to cure snoring. Some inventive hand had simply unraveled a trumpet and attached it to a head harness. The sleeper could strap the mouthpiece to the lips with the big end of the trumpet to the ear. When his amplified snore thundered in his ear, he woke himself. My wife, Carolyn, has been looking for one for me!

An observer of this event said that his laughter died when it dawned on him that he was not listening to 100,000 jokes, but witnessing 100,000 broken dreams. People had invested lifetimes into some of those contraptions. But the inventors had died with broken dreams!

When I drive across the plains and spot one of those lonely, abandoned old houses on the horizon, the collapsing fence corralling a yard of tumbleweed, windows boarded up or gaping empty, I often feel a tug at my heartstrings over the wreckage of someone’s broken dreams.

Maybe just now you have looked away from this page and, with a lump in your throat, recalled a broken dream: failed health, a promotion that never came, a shattered romance, a marriage gone sour, a business gone belly-up, a child who went wrong. Most of us will face broken dreams now and again.

After fifty-seven years of living, nearly forty of them in ministry, I know plenty of shattered dreams firsthand. In fact, I think that somewhere along the way, at least for a while, my own Church of Christ fellowship, like many others, lost its dreams.

DYING DREAMS

A brief look at the struggle for growth in Churches of Christ provides insight not only for my fellowship, but for many others as well. In 1865 The Baltimore American, one of the leading newspapers in the country in those days, said the Churches of Christ were “the fastest growing denomination in America, beginning only about forty years ago, but numbering now, in the United States alone, over six hundred thousand communicants.”

Just think. From 1815-1865, zero to six hundred thousand in only forty years! In 1865, we were a church on the cutting edge of the culture. But not so today!

Somewhere between the 1860s and the 1950s, we began dreaming big dreams. As recently as the 1960s we believed the trend was continuing. We were told that from 1865 to 1960 solid growth continued. We said we were still the fastest growing religious group in the country. My college buddies and I dreamed of “taking the world.” Our flagship congregation of that day, the Madison Church of Christ in Nashville, was growing explosively! The Herald of Truth (a Church of Christ radio outreach ministry) broadcasts blanketed the globe. Campus ministries flourished. Our foreign missionaries topped six hundred. The media were beginning to notice us. It was the dawning of a new age, and we were part of a movement that would change the planet! Oh, how we dreamed!

Then, somewhere around 1965, as was the trend in many denominations, our growth statistics flattened until 1970, when they dived into a freefall toward oblivion. Many of our nose-counters and number-crunchers predicted that, if those trends continued, Churches of Christ could well disappear early in the twenty-first century. Although figures compiled by Mac Lynn of David Lipscomb University show a net gain of some 3 percent between 1980 and 1990, there is little cause for celebration.4 First, those statistics included the fast-growing Boston-based group now known as the International Churches of Christ, not really a part of our fellowship, and this skewed the figures considerably. Second, during that period, baby boomers who had left began bringing their babies back to church. But George Barna’s research shows they left again in the late 1980s. Thirdly, the population grew by 10 percent,5 and we have fallen far below those percentages. So at best our growth statistics have only flat-lined. We are scarcely on the road to real recovery.

In some states, we ended the decade smaller by scores of thousands. Throughout the last decade, as I have visited churches, lectureships, and conferences across the continent, almost everywhere I go, tired voices tell me stories of mega efforts yielding meager growth. Our dreams were shattered! Speaking of Churches of Christ, in 1991 Flavil Yeakley (a researcher at Harding University who periodically does a nose count among Churches of Christ) said, “I don’t know of any of our older, larger mainline churches that are growing by evangelism.”

Yes, some congregations are growing, but very few by reaching unchurched people. Rather, some are “swelling” by consolidating the fallout from failing, dying churches and collecting bodies at the front edge of demographic shifts. As for reaching the unchurched world, most churches are not getting bigger, but smaller. If that were not sad enough, large numbers of our children are leaving the Church of Christ movement or even abandoning the faith altogether. Many other Christian fellowships appear to have suffered similar declines.

Not all is bleak, however. David A. Roozen and C. Kirk Hadaway, in research hot off the press6 found that some long established churches are now growing—and part of the growth is coming through evangelism. John Ellas, of the Center for Church Growth, has recently discovered good news among Churches of Christ that parallel the findings of Roozen and Hadaway. Some Churches of Christ, fifteen years old and older, are now growing, and a significant part of that growth appears to result from evangelistic activity. However, these churches are (1) updating their evangelistic strategies and (2) viewing evangelism as a process involving the whole congregational system, not merely as an independent “branch” activity of the congregation. This gives me hope. Older churches can change. Established churches can grow. But, at best, we have a long way to go.

A lot of our preachers have lost their dream, too. Some have even thrown in the towel! At a conference in the mid 1980s, I spotted an old friend leaning against the wall, alone, though in a crowded room, staring at the floor, his eyes as vacant as last year’s bird’s nest. When I asked what was wrong, it seemed as though he took five minutes to drag his eyes up from the floor to mine. Then he spoke for a lot of us, “Lynn, I’ve lost my dream. What do you do without dreams?” He was only one of hundreds who represent a lost generation of ministers in the Churches of Christ. I find precious few of my mid-fifties-peers who are still in the ministry. Dreams died. Many burned out or gave up. But as William Willomon says, “Burnout in ministry is not usually from overwork, but from under-meaning.”7 Christian leaders can live with the work, the flack, and the frustration; but we can’t live without dreams.

He may live on by compact and plan
 When the fine bloom of living is shed,
 But God pity the little that’s left of a man
 When the last of his dreams is dead.

EMPTY CHURCHES

A few summers ago, I sat one afternoon on the balcony of a Swiss chalet in the company of several American and European businessmen, eavesdropping on their shop talk. A British fellow piqued my curiosity when he said he decorated the interiors of bars and restaurants in Canada and the United States with the guts of old churches from Europe.

I said, “You’re kidding me!”

“Why, no,” he boasted, “One bar in Abilene, Texas, has two churches in it!” (I could have told him about some other bars where the churches seemed to have strong representation, but thought the better of it.)

“Really,” I marveled, “Have you been doing this for some time?”

“Oh, about ten or twelve years, now.”

“Aw c’mon, how many have you done?” (I was thinking maybe one a year.)

“Oh, some months as many as eleven, some less.”

Now I’m not quick with numbers, but it didn’t take me long to figure out that he had trashed a lot of churches. I was stunned! “Where in the world do you find all those empty churches?”

“Oh, my friend,” the young Englishman beamed, “This man John Wesley has been dead for over a century, but he is making me a millionaire. He traveled all over the British Isles. He got off his horse at nearly every crossroads and preached. By the time he was in the saddle again, they were building a chapel in his tracks. They built ‘em big and they furnished ‘em well all over the UK.” He went on: “That was then. But now their great, great-grandchildren, the young folks in Great Britain, aren’t interested in that sort of thing anymore. Those old chapels stand empty ‘cept for memories. So the descendants build these little chapels on the corner of the property to house memorabilia. To pay upkeep on the chapels, they sell the guts of the old buildings to me, put the shell to the wrecking ball and the land to the realtor.”

He rambled on, but my addled thoughts spun off into another world. By bedtime I still couldn’t shake the picture of all those empty churches. I lay awake wondering how long before all those buildings from our boom years, back when growth surged and dreams flourished, would gradually grow quiet, stand empty, and then fall to the wrecking crew. My dreams were dying. What do you do, when the last of your dreams is dead? Oh, what do you do?

—From “To Dream Again”

8

Let him show a brave face if he can;
 Let him woo fame and fortune instead;
 But there’s little to do but to bury a man
 When the last of his dreams is dead.

The winds of change whipped our dreams away. Will they whip us away, too? Will they tumble us out of sight across the plains of the future?

Did you shift in your chair and say, “Lynn, I thought you were a messenger of hope; you sound more like a prophet of gloom and doom?” Well, now we are ready to talk hope. Listen to the winds whisper from the past.



You can’t step into the same river twice.




CHAPTER TWO
 WHAT WENT WRONG?


I believe most of our wrist slashing is misguided, and a good deal of the guilt we carry is focused in the wrong place. Self-criticism abounds. Our accusations vary: we are too narrow, too broad, too materialistic, too soft. Some say this generation has lost its first love, that we have sold out our “distinctiveness.” Others say that we’re too sectarian. Whack! Slash! We berate ourselves almost as if, somehow, we had conspired to make the church go away.

Whoa! Let’s think this thing through. While there may be some truth in our self-accusations, I am not convinced that all the good Christians lived in times past. Great people of faith walk in our midst now, at your congregation and mine! Lousy Christians populate the Bible, too. For starters, check Corinth! Was the nineteenth century or 1950 Utopia? No! Something more recent and pervasive has contributed to declining growth and shattered dreams, and it has affected nearly all Christian fellowships.

TAUT WINESKINS

The stunted growth of the last few decades cannot be completely explained by the charges from without and within that churches are lazy, bad, cold, etc. The thesis of this book contends that we must also factor in the much larger issue of cultural change. Jesus’ wineskin analogy (Matt. 9:17) of old, stiff wineskins that couldn’t stretch enough to handle the ferment of new wine fits our day perfectly. The expanding new wine of today’s cultural changes will eventually burst the traditional, ecclesiastical containers. Supple, expandable wineskins of new church formats, educational methods, and outreach strategies are needed to accommodate our fermenting culture.

Actually, there was a time when our efforts were very effective, because those strategies were designed to connect with the culture and were appropriate to the times. While both the culture and the times have changed, church strategies, formats, and styles have not. “It is as if,” one pundit observed, “they put my church on autopilot in the fifties and no one has been back to the cockpit since!”

It wasn’t that our message lost its potency. The wine of the gospel did not run out; rather, the wineskins stopped stretching. Whatever went wrong, went wrong with many fellowships, across all denominations. Lyle Schaller, church growth consultant, reports that “of all local churches in America which are 25 years old, or older, less than 5% are growing by evangelism.” And of the older churches that are growing, most have “undergone radical systemic and methodological change.”1
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