Leading Change in the Congregation: Theoretical Assumptions and Approaches
I.  What do we mean by ‘change’?


-What words have you heard that describe the term ‘change’?


Transition and growth are two important terms:  one (transition) seems not to be as value-laden as is the other (growth).

-What terms do you think of when you consider ‘change’ and ‘rural’?
There are several ways in which rural communities and congregations are changing:

II.  Demographic


-size/growth


-age


-race/ethnicity


-household composition

These changes are occurring in both organizations/congregations/communities, and in individuals within organizations/congregations.
III.  Values


-some suggest there is no longer a distinct rural culture with its attending values, that there is a melding of rural and urban culture into one;  they suggest this is due to people listening to the same type of music, seeing the same television news and programming, the same newspaper stories, etc.

IV.  Role of pastor/leader in the church


-worship


-community leader


-example:  A pastor in my first congregation who had graduated seminary, served three years in a congregation, served 20 years as an army chaplain, and then returned to the congregation;  he shared with me changes that had occurred between his first service in the congregation and this second such service:



-pastor used to be the most educated person in community (in addition to doctor, lawyer);  now many members of the community have college degrees and a number have graduate degrees



-pastor had to travel to seminary, and so usually had traveled more than others in community, this also meant pastor usually had a wider worldview than did most of the community;  now some children have gone around world and many have traveled more than pastor, this results in a different worldview among the community

V.  Community


-rural communities not as isolated today as in years past


-highways link more communities and make transportation easier, decreasing social distance between many communities


-communication has linked communities (example:  phone, internet, satellite dish, social networking. etc.)


-many communities have experienced much change economically


-changes in service levels (example:  many rural communities have lost schools, hospitals, newspapers, etc.;  also, many rural banks now owned by larger banks, and so decisions affecting finances of a community are made at some distant location)

So, change is occurring.  As leaders in the Church and community we need to understand the dynamics of change, anticipate change and its consequences, and help communities and congregations address change and its effects.
Sociological Insights about Change

(Change Theory)

I.  People work out of a framework or worldview when making decisions


-there are certain assumptions and values attached to these frameworks or worldviews


-it is important to understand and consider these assumptions and values so that we might better lead in change

II.  I will present four types of theoretical approaches to understanding how people approach change


-note:  three of these are generally recognized by all sociological theorists, while one is not universally recognized as a separate type;  however, I will present these as four approaches here

A.  Structural/functionalism


Assumptions:

1.  Stability is the norm for society/organizations.

2.  Change is disruptive to society/organizations.

3.  One disrupted by change, society/organizations seek a new equilibrium (balance, peace).

4.  Society/organizations have a structure, and all parts of society/organizations are connected.

5.  Every part of society/organizations has a function, a purpose, in the overall societal/organizational structure.

If a part is not necessary it will not be present.  (From assumptions 4 and 5 you can see how this approach gets its name of structural/functionalism).

6.  Change in society/organizations occurs only when absolutely necessary, in order for the structure to survive.

Examples:  “If it is not broken, then don’t fix it.”


       Someone with structural/functional approach will continually ask “why is this necessary?” (in other words, what is its function?).

B.  Conflict (a Marxist approach, the foundation of liberation theology)


Assumptions:

1.  Society/organizations are characterized by continual conflict.  The source of this conflict is a struggle over control of resources in society/organizations (money, power, etc.).

2.  Society/organizations never experience an equilibrium, balance, or peace.

3.  Given this continual struggle, change is expected, and even welcomed as necessary.

Example:  A person who continually asks “why can’t we do that?”

     Someone coming from this perspective sees change as growth, and as being constantly necessary for the health of the society/organizations.

C.  Symbolic interaction (a psychological and individualistic approach)


Assumptions:

1.  Society/organizations are created between interacting individuals through the use of symbols.  Example:  putting up hand as symbol to stop; we know this only because we share a meaning for that particular symbol.

2.  It is shared meaning of symbols that gives society/organizations cohesion and structure.  Where meaning is not shared, there is no society/organization.  Ethnic values are important in this view, as ethnicity implies much shared culture among a group of people.

3.  Given these assumptions, change is present in every interaction between people.

D.  Systems
Systems theories emphasize the interrelationship of all parts of a social organization.  In the systems approach, any change in one part of the organization will affect all the other parts of the organization.  Therefore, the organization must be studied as a whole.  One popular systems theory is family systems (we will study systems theory in this course).  Another systems theory is human ecology, which is discussed below.

Human ecology
The human ecological approach applies the concepts of biological ecology to human populations and organization.

This approach is important for rural ministry because it requires the environment to be considered as impacting societal organization.

This approach is not universally recognized as a separate approach.  One can see elements of both the structural/functionalism approach and the conflict approach incorporated into the human ecological approach.


Assumptions:

1.  A population adapts to an environment through the use of technology.  There are four variables used in this approach:  population, organization, environment, and technology (known as the POET variables).  All variables interact and form a system, so that when one variable changes, all must adjust.  A population must continually adapt to limitations in the environment.  Of the POET variables, the environment is the least changeable, so the other variables adapt within the limits of the environment.  Population uses technology to adapt to an environment, and this adaptation results in a particular social organization.

An example is the Great Plains region that overlies the Oglalla Aquifer.  When the pioneers first moved into the area, this region was known as “The Great American Desert”.  It was known that water was deep in the ground, but there was no way to bring it to the surface in large quantities.  The sustenance organization in this setting was dry land, open range cattle ranching.  With the development of larger irrigation pumps (a technology), the water resources were able to be brought to the surface in enough quantity for irrigation.  This transformed the sustenance organization of the region into large-scale farming, resulting in what is called “the breadbasket of the world”.  As you can see, a population had used a technology to adapt to the environment in a different way, and this resulted in a significant change in the social organization.

2.  People will expand society to the fullest limits allowed by the environment.  This assumption assumes that the same basic societal organization will emerge under similar environmental conditions and limitations.  Consequently, if we find a different organizational structure, particularly with different sustenance activities, then we must ask what in the environment is different.
3.  Adaptation includes both cooperative and competitive activities.

4.  Adaptation is accomplished as an aggregate by the societal organization as a whole.  This means that in the human ecological perspective we are interested in the organization as a whole, not primarily individuals.

One thing to consider is how human ecology would view change, particularly when compared to the structural/functionalism and the conflict perspectives?

Types of Change
These theoretical perspectives result in three basic ways in which change occurs in organizations.  You will see that each is related to one of the theoretical approaches I presented, given their assumptions about the nature of society and the desirability of change within a social system.

I.  Equilibrium


-seeks a balance within the organization or system


-the organizational system is seen as a ‘zero sum’ game;  if one part of the system changes then other parts must change in order to restore the system to balance


-the organizational system is always striving to maintain a balance


-change is disruptive and must be dealt with


Example:  budget in the Church – “If there is an increase for this item then we have to decrease the budget in that item” – note the maintenance of a ‘balanced’ budget and how change in one area necessitates change in another – this is an equilibrium type of change

II.  Evolutionary


-comes out of work of Spencer and (more well-known) Darwin


-change is seen as occurring incrementally over time


-as with Darwin’s suggestions, very minute mutations that allow a better adaptation add up over time; so in social organizations – small changes add up over time to a changed system


Example:  “Pastor, go slow, and eventually what you are doing will have an impact” – this is an evolutionary type of change

III.  Conflict


-this type sees change as necessary for the health of the organizational system


-in this type, change occurs very quickly


-this type also assumes that the entire organizational system not only will be affected, but will actually change to a large degree


Example:  this type is often seen when there has been a severe conflict in the congregation; in settings where there has been significant conflict between the congregation and pastor we often hear “we don’t want anyone like the previous pastor”; likewise, when there is a conflict between groups in a congregation we often see an effort to ‘clean house’ by completely removing one group from decision-making

The important point is:  there are several theories of change, resulting in different types of change that exhibit themselves.  Each has its assumptions and values about whether change is good, how it should occur, and what its results should be.  People will act out of these assumptions and values.  We must recognize different approaches to change, understand their assumptions and values, and understand how these affect organizations such as congregations.  As leaders of the Church, it is important that we take into account our assumptions about change, and how these approaches will affect our ministries and those we are called to work among and with.

Exercise:  Think about a change being considered in the congregation.  What questions is a person from each of the four theoretical approaches likely to ask, and how will they view the considered change?  Which approach are you most comfortable with?  How do you view change in the congregation?
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