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CHAPTER 8: 

GO SLOW, BUILD CONSENSUS … AND SUCCEED 
Change Reaction 8: “You are trying to change things too fast!” 
Church leaders sense that effective change should be possible …  

if conducted in a slow, steady and unifying manner. 
 

“If that’s what you want to do,  
then you ought to go somewhere else and do it.” 

 
“I didn’t go into the ministry to divide you, but to bring people together.”  Jim 

was visibly shaken by the turn of events at this Monday night church board meeting.  As 
his wife watched from across the room, Jim (a pseudonym) the pastor for only 20 months 
was about to resign.  I had been invited to this meeting because one of the lay leaders had 
read one of my books and hoped I could diffuse the situation.i  However, the polarization 
process had already reached Stage 5 and without a cooling off of tempers, this church 
was headed toward not only Jim leaving, but also a sizable segment of the congregation. 

“Its time for us to step back and take a look at this,” suggested Stan, the layperson 
who had invited me.  But before board members could respond, Jim continued.  “It’s 
clear I’ve let you down.  I’m not going to cause anymore friction.  Sheri and I have 
decided to leave and I’m putting (in) my resignation to the board right now.”  Nodding to 
his wife Sheri, she now joined him at his side.  “We’ve never meant to get you all 
divided.  We just wanted to help.  We’ve failed and we appreciate your prayers for our 
future ministry.” 

Stunned silence greeted Jim’s pronouncement, even though many board members 
had worried this was going to happen.  Jim and Sheri left the room, and the board decided 
to reconvene on Thursday night to decide upon a course of action.  

Thursday’s meeting put even more strain upon this aging church.  Only six 
months ago the church began to see an influx of younger generations due largely to Jim 
and Sheri’s hard work.  The news of Jim’s resignation had reverberated through the 
church community, and tonight’s meeting was three times as large as the Monday 
gathering.  Everyone seemed discouraged over Jim’s departure.  

Over the course of the evening two camps emerged.  The first were traditionalists, 
whom I have called the status quo.  They are congregants who like the ministries and 
worship options a church has historically offered.  And, though they want the church to 
reach out to younger generations, they also want to preserve the traditional worship 
expression and ministries.  Plus, they were alarmed when Jim moved the 10:30 AM 
traditional service up to 9:45 AM to accommodate the launching of a modern service.  
9:30 AM had been their customary time for Sunday School, and now many of these aging 
members found it difficult to get up and out to Sunday School at the new Sunday School 
starting hour: 8:45 AM.  Many of the board members felt that Jim had forced through the 
new service times.  And, many congregants and even some members of  the board, felt 
that Jim had circumvented them and their concerns.  When attendance at the 9:45 AM 
service dropped 21% in only three months, the status quo were alarmed.  They didn’t 
have a problem with the new service, as much as they had a problem with the decrease in 



©Dr. Bob Whitesel   Page 2 
 
 

attendance and inconveniences it fostered (See Figure 7:1).  They felt Jim should have 
worked out a more amicable compromise, and blamed Jim for not finding middle ground. 
 
FIGURE 7:1 
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In a similar fashion, those pushing for change didn’t understand why the status 

quo proponents were being so tough on Jim.  The change proponents saw the new 
modern service at 11:15 AM as the salvation of this aging church.  If anything, the 
change proponents would have liked their service to be a bit earlier, perhaps 10:45 AM.  
The times had been worked out by Jim, who acted as a go-between among the status quo 
and the change proponents.  And thus, to a certain degree the change proponents blamed 
Jim for not finding an harmonious solution.  But, they also felt closer to Jim and Sheri 
than they did to the status quo, for Jim was more their age and embraced their preferences 
for modern music.  To the change proponents Jim was trying to rescue a church from 
itself.  And though in their eyes Jim had mismanaged the process, they felt he was the 
best option for salvaging the church’s future.  Subsequently, to them the resignation of 
Jim was a precursor to options of leaving that they now entertained. 

Little wonder Jim resigned.  He felt animosity and disappointment from both 
factions.  This was not why he went into the ministry.  He had made mistakes 
somewhere, but now the factions appeared too pronounced and Jim was too weary. 
 “We’ve got to agree on both of these worship services,” interjected Stan, who 
though a member of the status quo could see the importance of building consensus with 
the change proponents.  “I’ve got a solution,” began Carl, a new member who also played 
guitar for the modern worship service.  “If people are truly interested in contemporary 
worship, then it has to be at 10:45 or 10:30 AM.  You won’t reach people (like us) at 
11:15, when church isn’t over ‘till 12:30.” 
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 The roar of dissension drowned out the meeting for a moment, as I hurriedly 
scribbled my notes hoping not to appear too callous as I chronicled the widening rift.  
Many jabs, defiant remarks and sassy comments filled the room, until one board member 
tendered a comment that created the breaking point. 
 “It that’s what you want to do,” announced Bill, a member of the status quo.  
“Then you ought to go somewhere else and do it.”  For a moment the clamor subsided, 
but soon recurred, but now with less intensity. The gauntlet had been cast down, and now 
the change proponents had to decide if they would accept the challenge and strike out on 
their own. 
 Though the meeting concluded some 45 minutes later with terse but cordial 
goodbyes, the many parking lot gatherings indicated that little resolution had resulted. 
This story is from an actual church scenario, but pseudonyms were utilized to protect 
anonymity.  However, the story in various permutations has occurred all across America. 

Soon the change proponents joined a nearby growing church, and within eight 
months the modern service was discontinued.  “We didn’t expect people to get so upset,” 
recalled Stan.  “But Jim made things worse.”  I explained to Stan that I believed the fault 
did not primarily lie with Pastor Jim.  Jim had never been schooled in the mechanics and 
processes of change, and as a result he and his family had fallen prey to the insidious 
polarization that mismanaged change can produce. 
 

6-Stages and 5-Triggers of Change  
 

Losing Change Proponents Can Be Costly 
 
Many management scholars also happen to be committed laypersons in their 

churches.  And as a result, some often investigate how research into organizational 
change can throw light upon these processes in the church.  Two such management 
scholars are Bruno Dyck and Frederick Starke at the University of Manitoba.  And one of 
the processes, in which there is a great deal of management research is why change 
proponents leave an organization.ii 

In the business world, losing your change proponents can be costly.  For example, 
Jeff Hawkins, the inventor of the Personal Digital Assistant (PDA), left Palm Computing 
in 1998 just two years after the successful debut of his Palm Pilot PDA.  Hawkins, by 
some reports, was frustrated by corporate meddling from 3Com which had purchased 
Palm Computing in 1997.  Hawkins and strategic planner Donna Dubinsky then founded 
Handspring in 1998, where they were free to implement their new ideas.  As a result, 
Hawkins crated the highly successful Handspring Visor in 1999.  Palm Computing began 
losing market share so quickly to the upstart Handspring Company and its founder 
Hawkins, that Palm had to buy back Handspring in order to become profitable again (and 
to regain Hawkins, the change proponent, they had lost). The result of losing Hawkins, 
Dubinsky and their creative ideas had proven very costly for 3Com.iii 
 Well versed in these status quo / change proponent tensions, Bruno Dyck and 
Frederick Starke undertook a study of churches in Canada, to map out the process in 
churches.  They uncovered that the polarization process goes through six stages.  And 
they found that the critical factors are the “triggers” that push a church out of one stage 
into the next stage.  When they analyzed the process they found that in churches that 
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retained their change proponents only two triggers of the five triggers were done 
differently.  And thus, if churches could just identify where they were in the change 
process, and change just two triggers, churches would potentially keep their change 
proponents and their status quo in relative harmony.iv 
 When a colleague introduced me to the research of Dyke and Starke, it was 
revelatory.  These were the research-based insights that so eluded me, and which so many 
of my clients encountered.  I thus wrote a book explaining this process for church leaders 
and giving examples from my client congregations (albeit anonymously again).  I also 
showed how church leaders can discover which stage they are in, and how to substitute a 
positive trigger for the usual negative one.  Titled, Staying Power: Why People Leave the 
Church Over Change And What You Can Do About It, according to my students this is 
my most important book. 
 However, for the present discussion I am going to give a brief overview of the six 
stage, five trigger process to help the church leader grasp some of the most important 
lessons from this book. 
 
How Churches Change: Stages, Triggers & Two Routes 
 

Triggers and Stages 
 
 Stages are phases or episodes a church goes through.  In each stage, churches 
behave in a similar way.  And in each stage, the process is progressive, meaning it is 
always moving forward unless something occurs to stop the forward progress and get the 
church on a different route. 

A trigger is some force, usually an event, that pushes the church forward into the 
next stage.  The key to managing the change process is to understand the next upcoming 
trigger and to avoid it (or substitute a harmonizing triggers) to prevent the church from 
moving forward on a erroneous route. 

 
Route A (toward group exit) and Route B (toward group retention) 

 
 There are two routes.  Route A leads to polarization and usually the departure of 
change proponents.   

Route B occurs when the change process is managed better and relative harmony 
results.  On Route B, the change proponents stay in the church and the church grows as it 
reaches out to more generations with more cultural options. 
 
Route A:  Where Change Leads Division and Deaprture  
 
 Let us first look at the six stages and five triggers on Route A, where division and 
departure are ahead. 
 

Stage 1: Relative Harmony.   
 
In this stage the church is fairly united and there is little dissension.  Though there 

is growing awareness that some change must be undertaken, there are few concrete ideas 
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on how to do this.  And while the congregation is living harmoniously, the harmony is 
only relative, for fallible humans never truly live completely harmoniously. 

 
Trigger 1: Conflicting Ideas Event.   
 
The change process begins when a new idea is introduced to the church.  

Oftentimes this is by congregants who attend some event that proposes ideas that conflict 
with the way the church is doing things.   

In the example that began this chapter, Carl and a few other church members had 
attended a seminar on how to start a modern worship service.  The process was so well 
laid out and so clear, that Carl and the other attendees returned to the church excited 
about implementing their ideas. 

 
Stage 2: Idea Development.   
 
Once Carl and the others returned, they began to share their ideas with other like 

minded congregants.  Their enthusiasm grew, for they saw this as a way to attract more 
people to their generation, and help an aging church survive.  They felt that all members 
of the congregation would rejoice at this prospect. 

 
Trigger 2: Negative Legitimizing Event.   

 
 Here the process goes awry.   

The change proponents had codified their ideas, drafted up a proposal and 
delegated responsibilities so the modern worship could be easily implemented. They 
knew everyone at the church was overworked, and so they sought to have their plans and 
volunteers in place before they approached Pastor Jim.  The excitement and anticipation 
among the change proponents began to rise as they saw their ideas as essential for the 
church’s survival.  “Surely everyone would be excited about this,” recalled a change 
proponent.   
 The change proponents first approached Pastor Jim because he was nearly their 
age and also seen as sympathetic.  But here a fateful mistake occurred.  Pastor Jim 
naturally was excited about the prospect of a new worship celebration that was already 
staffed and organized. This was what the church needed, and Jim did not have to worry 
about anything.  “What do you think?” I am told that Carl asked Jim.  To which Jim 
reportedly responded, “Sounds great!  We’ve got to run this by the church board, but I 
don’t think there will be any problems.”  Carl and the other change proponents left the 
meeting ecstatic.  The fruition of their planning and research had paid off.  In their minds 
the church would soon have what the change proponents needed for worship, and what 
the church needed to survive. 

On the surface this would seem like a positive legitimizing event, for Pastor Jim 
had legitimized their process with encouraging remarks.  But in actually, a perceived 
unbridled enthusiasm by Jim for this new idea actually had sunk the idea … and Jim’s 
pastorate.  We shall see shortly that the way Jim legitimized this event started the change 
proponents moving forward too fast and too far.   
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The status quo feel overlooked and ignored as they heard about changes that 
would affect the entire church.  We will see later in this chapter that if Pastor Jim had 
slowed the change proponents down, helped them seek permission, and brought reticent 
status quo congregants on board, the change would have occurred in a positive fashion.  
But, first let us continue to consider this process on Route A toward division.v 
 

Stage 3: Change.   
 
 The change proponents now set about creating the change they feel they have 
been given permission to pursue.  Pent-up energies and longings for such a change foster 
passion and speed.  Permission, as suggested by Pastor Jim, is seen as a mere formality 
by their interpretation of Jim’s words.  And thus, the status quo are not seriously 
consulted. 
 The status quo are beginning to feel left out and avoided.  When Carl comes to 
the church board to seek permission, his plans have already been made.  Carl’s proposal, 
which is strongly supported by Pastor Jim, seems like a formality to the status quo board 
members rather than a sincere desire for input and permission.  The status quo are 
initially and reluctantly tolerant. 

 
Trigger 3: Alarm Event 
 
At some point change always infringes upon another group’s lives.  When this 

happens it often alarms the group imposed upon.  The status quo are customarily, but not 
exclusively, those imposed upon.  Often this occurs when the change proponents push too 
hard or too fast.  The result is that the status quo are alarmed and now begin to meet 
separately as a group as well. 

The change proponents initiated an alarm event when Carl returned to the church 
board a second time to argue that the worship times must be changed to accommodate the 
modern service.  Moving the traditional service up from 10:30 AM to 9:45 AM (Figure 
8:1) did not seem to Carl and the other change proponents a significant sacrifice for the 
status quo.  But because Carl and many of the other change proponents did not attend 
Sunday School, they did not sense the inconvenience of starting Sunday School at 8:45 
AM as keenly as did the status quo. 

When the status quo and their Sunday School class heard about the change, and 
how Carl with the support of Pastor Jim had pushed this decision through the church 
board, the status quo began to have their own meetings to discuss what could be done. 
 

Stage 4: Resistance  
 
 Two factions now form, as a change proponent sub-group is joined by a status 
quo sub-group intent upon preventing the time change.  “We had to do something,” 
recalled Bill.  “They (the change proponents) where not interested in us.” 
 The status quo now undergo group identification.  In the example above they 
were known as the Highlighters, named after the Highlighter Sunday School, a large 
Sunday School of aging adults.  This name now became attached to all congregants that 
were dissatisfied with the time changes.  
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 The change proponents for the first time see opposition to plans which they had 
expected to be conflict free.  Meetings and discussions “behind their backs” alarmed the 
change proponents, and thus they begin to muster support for their views.  The end result 
is that two sides have now coalesced in the church, and that neither are talking directly. 
 The go-between becomes Pastor Jim.  He tries to placate both sides, but since his 
information is always second hand, assumptions, presumptions and suspicions continue 
to push the status quo and change proponents further apart. 
 

Trigger 4: The Polarization Event 
 
 As Julius Caesar said as he invaded the Roman homeland, “the die is cast,” 
meaning that the chain of events is now almost inescapable.   

A polarization event thus occurs when, usually at a meeting, emotional intensity 
peaks.  The factions are now visibly apparent and at odds.  In the midst of the arguing 
over where and how the process has gone wrong, the pastor is often caught in the middle.  
To the pastor, each side seems to be blaming him or her for the polarization that has 
arisen.  Each of the pastor’s actions, comments, encouragements and mistakes are duly 
noted with each side increasingly frustrated by a rehashing of their journey to schism. 

Dyke and Starke found that at this stage the pastor often resigns, as did Pastor 
Jim.  This is because pastors enter the ministry not for such times, or for such blame.  
Pastors seek to be peacemakers and intermediaries.  And thus, when the polarization 
process occurs the pastor may feel that they must be the go-between.  And if the process 
goes amiss, the pastor will feel like they have failed in a central aspect of their duty.   

As I mentioned earlier, pastors should not feel thus.  This is not their fault as 
much as it is a lack of knowledge regarding the change process (more on this in Chapter 
9) .  Still, Pastor Jim felt at fault, and his resignation was the culmination of his attempt to 
manage change.   
 But, instead of decreasing polarization, Jim’s resignation increased it. 
 

Stage 5: Intense Conflict 
 
 Just when you think the conflict could not escalate more, frustrations over Trigger 
4, the polarization event, push the split forward.  Intense emotions throughout the church 
now create a stage for escalating clashes. 
 Not always does a pastor resign at Trigger 4, but regardless the trigger unleashes 
criticism and finger pointing on each side. Starke and Dyke found that this stage is often 
accompanied by nasty letters and meetings characterized by name-calling and shouting.vi 
 Congregants would never have envisioned in such a short span of time that they 
would be in such discord.  And, in hindsight the pastor receives even more of a bad 
reputation as the intense conflict is seen largely as a legacy of the pastor’s tenure. 
 

Trigger 5: Justifying Event 
 
 The status quo usually give the change proponents a final ultimatum.  In our 
scenario above this occurred when Bill, a member of the status quo blurted out, “It that’s 
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what you want to do, then you ought to go somewhere else and do it.”  This was the 
provocation that gave Carl and other change proponents justification to leave. 
 The change proponents saw that the die was cast.  Soon Carl and the other 
change proponents would feel they had permission to break away from the church. 
 
 Stage 6:  Group Exit 
 
 The change proponents often break away from the parent organization and form 
a break-away organization.  Dyke and Starke describe this as “a breakaway organization 
forms when a group of organization members, frustrated by their inability to implement 
change in their parent organization, leave it and start up a new organization in which they 
are free to implement their ideas.”vii  Initially euphoric, the change proponents often lose 
their identity if they are absorbed into another church, or they fail to survive if they strike 
out on their own as a new congregation.  
 The status quo however feel abandoned.  While the change proponents left to join 
a nearby and more innovative congregation, the status quo labored along trying to attract 
younger generations but with a growing reputation that they were not welcoming to 
younger generations.  The end result was that the church nearly died, though eventually it 
welcomed in younger generations and thrived as a multigenerational church. 
 
Route B:  Change Brings About Unity 
 
 Route B, resulting in the retention of change proponents, occurs because just two 
(2) triggers are handled differently.  Let’s look at how Trigger 2 and Trigger 4, when 
handled differently, result in unity rather than dispersion. 
 

Stage 1: Relative Harmony 
 
This stage is the same on Route B toward group retention.  The congregation is 

relatively unified and united in purpose. 
 
Trigger 1: Conflicting Ideas Event 
 
Here again the trigger is identical on Route B.  Congregants that will eventually 

form the change proponents, attend a seminar, read a book, or in some other manner 
become exposed to an idea that conflicts with the way things are done at the church.  As 
in Route A, the conflicting ideas event stimulates ideas that the change proponents feel 
would benefit the congregation. 

 
Stage 2: Change 
 
This stage is identical on both routes as well, with new ideas and strategies 

percolating within the change proponents.  The change proponents begin to coalesce into 
a group to bring about these changes. 

 
Trigger 2:  Positive Legitimizing Event 
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Here is one of the two triggers that is handled differently in organizations that stay 

united.  Below are the 5-keys to fostering a positive legitimizing event: 
Key 1. Don’t get excited.  On Route B toward group retention, the pastor is 

careful not to give the passionate change proponents too much 
encouragement too soon, for the pastor knows they will easily run with 
this new idea too far and/or too fast. 

Key 2. Seek permission.  Instead the pastor cautiously advises the change 
proponents that administrative committees and channels must be 
consulted.  Permission along with input is sought. 

Key 3. Move ahead slowly.  Now the process moves ahead slowly, allowing the 
status quo to understand the rationale behind strategies for change. 

Key 4. Get outside help.  Dyke and Starke found that often an outside facilitator, 
such as a denominational leader or consultant, was utilized to slow down 
the process and help the change proponents get input and gain 
permission.viii 

Key 5. Listen to your reticent members.  Another key factor is to listen to 
reticent members and hear their concerns.  Usually pastors know who 
these reticent and standoffish people are, yet because it is not pleasurable 
consulting them we usually avoid them.  But, to avoid them dooms the 
process.  They must be consulted and allowed to share their concerns.  In 
fact, in my case studies with this process, I have found that listening to 
reticent members not only diffuses their distance and frustration, but it 
also opens up communication channels between the status quo and the 
change proponents.  Subsequently, the pastor does not get caught in the 
middle. 

The change proponents get involved in the permission process as well, listening 
to the concerns of apprehensive and reticent congregants.  Communication between those 
pushing for change and the status quo is improved. The pastor is not caught in the middle 
because the pastor encourages the change proponents to go directly to reticent status quo 
people whom the pastor has helped identify. 

In the scenario that began this chapter, Pastor Jim could have asked the change 
proponents to meet with several leaders privately and listen to their concerns.  This would 
have probably included several members of the Highlighters Sunday School class.  Jim 
should also encourage the change proponents to understand that their good ideas are 
doomed if pushed too fast and/or too far.  Books and articles that explain the process 
should be used to acquaint the change proponents with the change process.  The change 
proponents do not want people to leave the church (including them), and thus they are 
usually ready to go slower and build consensus when they realize this is necessary to 
foster unity and bring about change. 

Then the change proponents could have drawn up a plan that addressed the 
concerns of the status quo, before the change proponents met with the board.  And, if 
things got problematical, Pastor Jim could have brought in a denominational leader or a 
church consultant to assist. 

 
Stage 3 Change: 
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Change now occurs in much the same way as before.  The change proponents 

form a group to bring about the change, and the status quo are generally tolerant. 
 
Trigger 3:  Alarm Event 
 
This happens on both routes, though all church leaders wish it would not.  But the 

alarm even is inevitable.  At some point the change will bring about tension and 
unfamiliarity.  And when wed with inconvenience, change always alarms some. 

Thus the alarm event is inescapable.  Don’t expect to have effortless or conflict-
free change, it rarely happens. 

 
Stage 4: Resistance  
 
Just as an alarm event is unavoidable, so is the resistance that will rise from it.  

Again, this cannot be avoided.  But it can be managed, by how you handle the next 
critical trigger: Trigger 4. 

 
Trigger 4:  Harmonizing Event 
 
This is the other key trigger (along with Trigger 2) that is handled differently on 

Route B toward unity and group retention.  Unlike Route A, Trigger 4 is now a 
harmonizing event, focusing on finding compromise and common ground.  There are two 
general characteristics to this event. 

Compromise.  The harmonizing event creates a high degree of compromise 
behavior.  Thus change proponents should be aware from the beginning that when 
resistance surfaces, that they must be prepared to compromise for the good of the 
organization. 

Unity in diversity.  The second key element is that the harmonizing event 
emphasizes the overall organizational identity.  The bigger picture is highlighted, and the 
diversity of the congregation via various generations, ethnicities and/or other sub-cultures 
is celebrated.  Here we return to Pete Wagner’s image of a “stew pot” rather than Andrew 
Greeley’s image of the American “melting pot.”  Wagner reminds us that No. America is 
not really a melting pot anymore than our churches are.  For rather than resulting in some 
unappetizing grey-green concoction, a “stew pot” brings up the image of a tasty mixture 
where each ingredient adds its unique flavor while retaining its own unique properties.  
The stew pot” creates an image of “a new product, colorful and flavorful to a degree that 
would have been impossible for any of the ingredients taken alone.”ix 

Such harmonizing events are usually facilitated by the pastor, church leaders, an 
outside consultant or a denominational leader.  And, the goal is to remind people that 
they can accomplish more together than apart, and that arriving at unity through 
compromise is an important element of church life.x 

 
Stage 5: Dissonant Harmony 
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As a musician I first chaffed at the idea of a stage called dissonant harmony, for it 
reminds me of my mistake laden early piano efforts.  However, then I am reminded of the 
beautiful and powerful atonal music of Anton Webern, Arnold Schoenberg and others.  
Their music created tension-filled, yet rewarding musical landscapes.  While never 
comfortable, their music has a beauty about it.   

The same is true of the church.  While change always brings about tension and 
strain, it often stretches us for the better.  Subsequently, dissonant harmony may be the 
preferred outcome of the change process.  The situation is not totally harmonious, for the 
harmony is accompanied by some disagreement and apprehension.  But, it is inevitable 
when fallible humans are involved.   

Conflict and tension were in part responsible for the spread of the Good News.  
Jesus’ disciples in Jerusalem were content to stay in the Jewish capital even though Jesus 
had prophesized that they should “make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19).  It was 
not until the persecutions of the Romans did they begin to disperse and spread the Good 
News more fully throughout the Roman empire (Acts 8:1, 11:19).  Change was not 
pleasant for them, nor easy.  But it was necessary.  Thankfully God directs His people in 
less vigorous ways as well. 

 
Trigger 5: Does Not Occur 
 

 Now rather than a trigger pushing the congregation into the next phase, there is a 
slow and unhurried evolution into Stage 6: Group Retention. 
 
 Stage 6:  Group Retention 
 
 The end result of a journey on Route B is greater understanding within the church, 
better communication … and group retention.   
 

The Lesson … Go Slow, Build Consensus and Succeed 
 

From the research of management scholars Dyke, Starke and others, we can see 
that a measured, prudent, conciliatory and harmonizing process of introducing change is 
necessary for it to succeed.  Here then are several principles for ushering change into a 
congregation. 

 
1. Do not get too excited, too soon.  Remember, you do not want to overly and 

thus negatively legitimize new ideas.  Rather, cautiously appreciate the effort 
of change proponents and outline for them the administrative permission 
processes and the next steps to undertake. 

2. Go to reticent members, listening to their concerns. This does four things. 
a. This creates a communication link between change proponents and 

the status quo. 
b. Reticent status quo members feel like they have a voice, if 

approached with authenticity and genuineness. 
c. Everyone has time to consider the nuances of a change. 
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d. Compromise and creativity can be fostered by listening to varied 
voices.xi 

3. Get permission. Once you have an change strategy that has been considered 
and commented upon by various segments of the church, then you should take 
it to the decision-making body.  

4. Go slow.  Do not rush the process.  The larger a church is, the more complex 
its communication channels.   

5. Don’t be “long on talk, and short on action.”  Again it is important to not 
only build concensus but also move forward at a measured, yet steady pace.  
For each church there will be a different cadence.  To discover your individual 
tempo look at how change was handled in the past, both successfully and 
unsuccessfully.  You can often ascertain from your history the tempo for 
effective change that is best suited to your congregation. 

6. Focus on unity in diversity.  Celebrate the varied contributions of the Body 
of Christ.  1 Corinthians 12:4-7, 12, 14-20 extols:  

“There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different 
kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, 
but the same God works all of them in all men.  Now to each one the 
manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. … The body is a 
unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, 
they form one body. So it is with Christ…. Now the body is not made up 
of one part but of many. If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I 
do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of 
the body. And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not 
belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the 
body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing 
be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But 
in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as 
he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? 
As it is, there are many parts, but one body.” 

7. Be ready to go through the process again.  The process is cyclical.  This 
means that with each new idea the 6-stage, 5-trigger process begins again. 
This is why it is so important for church and denominational leaders to 
become familiar with this process model for change.  It is not usually 
comfortable, but it is necessary. 
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Questions for Group Study 
 

1. Look at your church history and note how change has been handled poorly in 
the past.  Have you seen the following stages and triggers?  Write a few 
sentences about each stage and trigger.  Then discuss the results. 
 
Change Handled Poorly  ________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Stage 1: Relative Harmony.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

R 
O 
U 
T 
E 
 

A 
 

 

Trigger 1: Conflicting Ideas 
Event.  A new idea is 
introduced that some people 
believe will help the church. 

 

Stage 2: Idea Development.  
A group begins to form 
around this new idea. 

 

Trigger 2: Negative 
Legitimizing Event.  
Someone inadvertently 
gives the change proponents 
too much encouragement, 
and they move forward too 
far and/or too fast. 

 

Stage 3: Change.  Change 
begins to take place. 

 

Trigger 3: Alarm Event.  
Some event alarms the 
status quo and they begin to 
meet together to discuss 
this. 

 

Stage 4: Resistance.  The 
status quo now mount 
efforts to slow down or stop 
the change. 

 

Trigger 4: Polarization 
Event.  Emotional intensity 
peaks, and the pastor or 
other leaders are blamed for 
the disunity the church 
experiences. 

 

Stage 5: Intense Conflict. 
Criticism and finger 
pointing ensue, sometimes 
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accompanied by nasty 
letters and meetings 
characterized by name-
calling and shouting. 
Trigger 5: Justifying Event. 
The change proponents are 
given a final ultimatum. 

 

Stage 6:  Group Exit.  The 
change proponents leave the 
church and either form a 
separate organization or join 
with a like-minded 
congregation.   

 

 
 

2. Look at your church history and note how change has been handled 
successfully in the past.  Have you seen the following stages and triggers?  
Write a few sentences about each stage and trigger.  Then discuss the results. 
 
Change Handled Well  __________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Stage 1: Relative Harmony.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

R 
O 
U 
T 
E 
 

B 
 

 

Trigger 1: Conflicting 
Ideas Event.  A new idea is 
introduced that some people 
believe will help the church. 

 

Stage 2: Idea Development.  
A group begins to form 
around this new idea. 

 

Trigger 2: Positive 
Legitimizing Event.  
Permission is sought, input 
is solicited, compromise is 
fostered; and though 
progress is slow, it is steady. 

 

Stage 3: Change.  Change 
begins to take place. 

 

Trigger 3: Alarm Event.  
Some event alarms the 
status quo and they begin to 
meet together to discuss 
this. 

 

Stage 4: Resistance.  The  
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status quo now mount 
efforts to slow down or stop 
the change. 
Trigger 4: The 
Harmonization Event. 
Compromise is sought and 
unity in diversity is 
emphasized. 

 

Stage 5: Dissonant 
Harmony. Though there is 
tension, there is not 
combative behavior or 
threats, name-calling etc., 

 

Stage 6:  Group Retention.  
The change proponents 
remain within the church 
and the church is stronger as 
a result.   

 

 
 

 
                                            
i Bob Whitesel, Staying Power: Why People Leave The Church Over Change (Abingdon 
Press, 2003).  This book takes an in-depth look at each of the 6-stages and 5-triggers of 
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Butter and David Pogue, Piloting Palm: The Inside Story of Palm, Handspring and the 
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toward another spiral of polarization and group exit.   
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America (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1979), p. 51.  Wagner also makes a good point that 
the popular postmodern term “mosaic” does not effectively convey a pluralism of 
cultures, for the “pieces of a mosaic barely touch each other and do not interact,” ibid.. 
x It should be noted here, as I have stated in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7, that compromise is in 
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harmonizing event seeks to foster compromise behavior, but this is only in tactics and not 
in the Biblical, historical or congregational values and boundaries that your Statement of 
Change Boundaries describes. 
xi Listening to varied voices is an important component in fostering creativity.  For 
examples of churches that are using a wide range of voices to stimulate creatively or to 
discover 10 steps for increasing creative capital see respectively:  Bob Whitesel, Inside 
the Organic Church, op cit., “Figure 9: A Comparisons Between Institutionalization and 
Improvisation,” pp. 119-120, and Growth by Accident, Death By Planning, op. cit., 
“Missteps With Innovation: Instead of Entrepreneur – Innovator!” pp. 89-93. 


