James Choung, 1

APPLYING SYSTEMSTHINKING TO MINISTRY

In any ministry, secular tools can be redeamed for the purposes of God. Egyptian neighbors
financed the | sradlite 40-year trek acrossthe desert. Queen Esther advocated on behdf of
her people through her Pergan politica post, and saved the Jewish remnant from sure
annihilation. Paul quoted Greek philosophersto bolster his Gogpd message. Aslong aswe
criticaly reflect on these secular tools through the lens of the Bible, we can redeem them to
further the Kingdom of God.

TheFifth Disapine TheArt and Pragiced theL earning Organization by Peter Senge can
aso beredeemed for minigtry. Senge masterfully describes five key disciplinesthat are
critica for any learning organization, including the church: pesod medey, mata noHs dared
vam, teamlearningand sdearsthinking Like pillars supporting abuilding, these five are to be
viewed together, working in cooperation to create and sustain alearning organization.
However, we will look a each of these disciplines separately for clarity.

In this paper, each section will consist of three parts. Firg, Biblica examples will be
provided of each discipline. Then, some theologicd reflection will be provided. Lastly, the

discipline will be defined and gpplied to the context of ministry.
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1 Personal Mastery

Theatyd Jrusdemwesinruns Abaut ssety yerspria, thel saditeswaemardad as aptivesaut d
thér hardand. In theyearsfdloning theday d King David® Jerusalem haes bamn trandiarmed into hesps
d brdken rudde Firehad strdhad thedty gates and itswallsweretarn doan. Pegdewho had aunvived the
ilelivad in geat traldeand dgyace Srugdingtoday divenear a daayingaty inthemds o gopaation.
Theywondered whethe Gad wauld e mekegood o hisprarissstoretael gad.

At thistimg Néamah ejoyed his paation astheaupbere totheking As ardugein afaag
land, hehed atained a prarinat paatian, enjojingthecarfatsd therod aurt. Heprdeted theking
tadingthewinebdaethekingdrank toinaureits purity frandeady taxins Nodauat, hehed thetrug o
theking Ye, when heheard thenens abaut thesad sated Jrusalemand its pesple heauld ndt hdp but
we. N o metter how anfataldehehad ben, hermournad, fasted and prayed tothe Gad o heavn far
mothsol arunal aty. After faur months aplan wes anaaved

Hewaited fa- thequean to bepresant in thePedan aurt, and heintetiandly dloned hisfaceto
rdlat thesaohessin hisheart. A ro/d aourt genard®jdbwesto awayslak happy, any dadation aoid axt
himhisliberty and possibly hislife H onesr, Neneriah tak acladated risk, and it peid dff. Theking
knewthet in N énariah@faithfu duration of snvie hehad ner ban sad in his presnebdiare and thus
naticad that sarghingwestraudinghim Thus thekingasked what weswang N éamah exdaned his
heart: theaty that helossliesin runs Thekingthen asked what hewanted, and N nariah prasssdad to
gwehispresataia fird, hewaud liketogp and rebuld theaty; serond, hetdd imhawlangit wauld
take third hewaud likeldgtasd praetion far histrad; and ladly, hewauld likea largeanount o
timbe tordouild theaty wellsand cates 1t wesamegefu dan, and thekingwhdly acoted it. Thus

N ehariah found hiredf an theway toreouild Jrusdlan
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In this account from Nehemiah 1:1-2:10, Nehemiah knew his current redity. He knew that
he was comfortable, enjoying the pleasures of the royd court, while the city of his
forefatherslay in ruins. Thus, when he received the news of his homeand, N ehemiah found
himsdf a acrossroadsin hislife. It was here tha avison was conceived, avison of a
renewed Jerusdem and hispart in it. If anyone was going to rebuild the walls of the city, it
would have to be Nehemiah himsalf. Thus, he took himself to the chalenge, to bring his
current redity as acupbearer to the Pergan Kingin line with his future vison, eventualy
becoming the urban planner of anew Jerusdem. With hislife in focus, he knew hisrolein
the outworking of the Kingdom of God.

N ehemiah had pesrd medey. To define Senge®firgt discipline, persond magtery is
the discipline of Gontinualy clarifying and degpening our persond vision, of focusing our
energies, of developing patience, and of seeing redity objectively. As such, it is an essentid
cornerstone of the learning organization !  the learning organization® spiritud foundation®
(7). 1tGtheideatha if we know who we are, and if we know where we@e going, we should
do the things in life which line up with tha purpose.

It has two underlying movements: continualy clarifying what isimportant to us and
to see current redity more clearly. Without defining what isimportant to us, we have no
direction. Without priorities, we cannot sort through the many, many demands made on our
lives each day; our energies would often be wasted on things less important. On the flipside,
if we do not atempt to see current redity more clearly, we will not know the steps necessary
to our gods. We will have no foundaion from which to gart building. Thus, persond
mastery is the juxtgpostion of what we want and where we are relative to wha we want,
creating atension between our current redity and our future vison. And, thistenson
propels us.
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Thus, in ministry, we need to inspire othersto practice Biblicd persond mastery.
Senge believes tha we should create their lives exactly the way we want to (155). But, in
Ephesans 4, Paul satesthat each member in the Body of Christ should do works of service,
Qo that the Body of Christ may be built up.OThus, we should not seek persond mastery for
its own sake or even our sake, but to respond to the cdlings of God. We can help others
seek Biblica visons on how they want to servethe Lord in their current contexts, and
provideways to develop them their Biblicd passons and dreams into redities. | nstead of
seeking to build our own empires, we can help each person build the Kingdom of God.

In thislight, people must come before programs. We need to redly care about the
people whom we serve, and atempt to seek their development as whole people in the
Chrigtian faith, instead of using them as cogs in our giant ministry machine.

One precticd way to help others develop persond mastery isto be amodd. We need
to commit to our own persond mastery first, lest we be consdered hypocrites. Senge writes,
Oraking about persona mastery may open people®@minds somewhat, but actions dways
spesk louder than words There® nothing more powerful you can do to encourage othersin
their quest for persond mastery than to be serious in your own questO(173).

S0, we should not stop a modding. We then can help othersfind their visons by
illuminating the Scripture, and bringing Biblica principles to bear on their daly lives.
Without forcing them into our molds we urge othersto develop ther visons for ministry,

and assg in their development toward their visons.

2. Mental Models
Thesrvat aud na undedand how Elisha culd besoadm The Aramenswaea war with the
|gadites and Elidawesnonatrd party. Timeand timeagain, Elidawaud wern thel gaditearmy o
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the Aramean moamats thraugh praohedes gvan by Gad Elishawes o aauratethet theKingd Aram
wandgred whoin hisarmy wes atingas a oy, gvngmilitary infanetian tothel gadites Hewes ervagad
and frudrated that hispanswarebangthwerted When hisarmy tdd hmabaut theprgohd Elisha, hesat
athragd hass deridsand ddestocpturethess.

Elida@svart, o ssngthe Aramen amy aopreading wesjudifisdly sarell TheAramens
hed surraunded thedty, resdy tolay Segpto apturethepraohe. |n deperation, thesavart aied aut, GDh,
my lard, what shdll wedd?O

Thepraphe ddn®loeehisad. Hetdd hissvart, @a®beafraid Theeewhoarewith usare
morethan thasewho arewith thenOThesavant mug havethought hismede aazy! Heauld seenathing
arand hm exaat thedugeingfaeethat wes upan ther aty and itsinpending detrudian. Thus the
svant wessaral Bu, Elisadfes up apraye, GD L ad, qoen hiseesohermay seOANd at thet
movat, thessvat savwhat wes@mngElisadl dag thehillswaeful d hassand daidsd fire

and they waresurraundingand praeting Elisha. Whet thessvart could na ssebdare henovaoud s

Matd nmodsare active; they shape how we act. The servant was scared, because he could not
see beyond hisown mentd moddsin 2 Kings 6; hisown mentd constructs did not dlow
him to see beyond his own materid ream into the spiritua ream. Senge writes, Mentd
modds are desply ingrained assumptions, generdizations, or even pictures or imagesthat
influence how we understand the world and how we take actionE  Menta models are active
I they shape how we actE  They afect what we seeO(174-175). We dl have mentd
modds, and wha makes them o dlusive is that these assumptions lie beneath the surface,
benesth the consciousness, we are rarely aware of our own mentad modds. And yet these
modds will have a profound influence on how we interpret actions, Stuations and
motivationsin theworld.

! 1997 by James Chaung Plessedonat rgraducewithaut parmissan. Page5d 12
9258A ReaptsReed Laddla CA 92037. E-ml: kimhi @adummit.edu



James Choung, 6

In ministry dso, we need to be aware of our own mental modds. Just because
something works the first time, doesn®mean that it will work again the next. Smple cause-
effect explanationsjust will not suffice. Ministers are often prone to making Qeaps of
abstraction,Ogenerdizing what we observe into universa principles. In fact, whenever we
see something in minigtry tha affirms our prior view, we are often too quick to citeit asan
example of modd ministry.

To correct our mentd modds, Senge believes we should firgt, bring key assumptions
about important ministry to light, and second, develop face-to-face learning skills. To gpply
these two principles, ministries should be done in teams, which has plenty of Biblica
warrant. The leaders of the early church are dways addressed in plurd form: GddersOand
Qieacons,Odluding to team-based ministries in the early church.

In the team context, we can help each other see our own assumptions, merely by
presenting differing views. Others will help us recognize the difference between the facts
and the generdized interpretations of those facts. And, working together will help us see
how we state one theory, yet act in another way. Ministry teams would help us identify our
key assumptions and develop relationd skills necessary to check our menta modds. (I will

say more about the team experience in the section, Ofream Learning.Q

3. Shared Vision

Tosaythat King Jdhoshgohet wesdarmed wauld bean underdaterant. Hehad resved nensthet atri-
netian dliancewes nodngagaing hisrdativdy sTdl nation. L akingat hisarny rade, heknevthet he
wold areup at againg thismessvegopastion. Hewes gudk, and it ssavad thet theewas noway to

emgeunsahad If hedaetofigt, theywaud aurdy beaqushed I hedoseto surrender, theywauld be
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@ativesto pagen natians Nether gatian wauld auffiee Thus Jdhasheaphet dhosea saritud gatian, and
delared afedt fo dl of Judeh

Evaymedsin Judsh knawvthet theywearein traldeaswal. Bah theKingand his pagdehad a
daral inteet in nationd sawrity. So when theKing dled afes thraughaut thenetion, eeyae” ey
men, warenand dild *  want to Jausdento sk thegudaned theL ad Theywaedl init taghe.

Then, theLad ansnagal Oned thel edtes pradaimed awad dregly frantheL ad Theywae
togaut merdh aut againg them but heassured themthat they will na havetofigt, beausethel ad
waud figt far thaml Toan autgda, thismud havessaral liketheaaziet aMees gvan, whet faag
pdigy dratey auld bewas? Whet arikyway tofidtt; if armed anflid brdkeaut, thel saditeswoud
aurdy bedetroed

But, theKingaompted hiswardsas a dret radation frantheL ard Heknewthet heddn®have
dl theansnas ad hetruged thel aedtesto goesk far themauth d Gad And, eayaein theassarly
sl toanmt theaunsd d thisL edte far eayelbrdceadt in oontanecuswarship, prasngthel ad
fa thevidaytha westoame

Thenext maoning perhgpsthemen wareallittlejittery. It wesfinetowasiptheL adlag nigt,
but thisweswharetherubdoa medstherced, a thednaria whed medtsthedirt. Jhashgpohet, buldngan
what wes dared thenidt bedae urged hismen tohavefaithin thel ad and in hisprgohds And, they

wat aut in fath, tageher.

Thelsradlites, including the king, had a shared picture of what the future would look like,
and took action according to that shared picture. It wasn®merdy the lead of the king, for it
took the prompting of a prophet to guidethe nation. It dso took the cooperation of the
entire nation to fulfill its destiny. Each person in Judah owned and shared acommitment to
follow through with the God-led vison of wha the battle would look like.
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Stared isa is the capacity to hold a shared picture of the future we seek to credte,
managing to bind people together around a common identity and sense of destiny. People
excd and learn, not because they are told to, but because they want to. A shared vison isnot
an idea It is not even an important ideasuch as freedom. It is, rather, aforce in people®
hearts, aforce of impressive power.

Shared vison emerges from persond vison. As ashared vison develops, it becomes
both Qny visonOand (ur vision.OLeaders intent on building shared visions must be willing
to continualy share their persona visons. Yet, they must aso listen to their followersO
persond visons as well, so that they can build together ashared vison.

In minigtry, we seek the commitment and the enrollment of othersin aBiblica
shared vison. However, we need to be careful in asking othersto join into this shared vison.
Community precedes commitment, and if we ask othersto join into ashared vison without
firgt building arelationd tie, we can run therisk of using othersfor our own purposes.

Senge provides three guiddines for enrollment and commitment. First, we need to
be enrolled oursalves. Enrollment isanaura process that springs from our genuine
enthusiasm for avision. Second, we need to be honest. We don®want to inflate the benefits
or ignore the problems of the vison. Third, we need to alow othersto choose. If we force
the shared vison down on others, then the process has merely degenerated into compliance.
We need to dlow others to willingly choose this vison, so that they will have ownership of

the shared vison.

4. Team Learning
Pde ddthedeicade Hovaud hedl himsdf a Jaw? H eadudly wat tothehaused a Getile Raren
dida, whowes part d thegdanthat isgyressngthe Jmish pegde Na aly dd heate thehaused the
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undramis, but headualy aewith tharl And, na aly dd heest with them but dsotdd themabaut
theGagd of Jeus Chrigt! Theapadtlesand thedthe brathersin Ldeawareinaedliausthat Pae®
irregat ations Hovaud hego againd tradtian and adture thingswhidh Gad hed pressad upaon the
Jenish palefar thaussnds o years? What wes hethinkind? Thebdiegs aitiazed imsoundy.

Pae then expained dl that had heppenedl Hedesribed thevisan hehad, wheeGad tdd imna
todl undean eaythingthat hehed mededean. Hetdd themabaut hawvhetadk Sx brahersat to
Caesaria, and heexdterly tdd about hovtheH dy Spirit careupan them Hedidn®undestand enything
but heknevwhet hesaw. HesawtheHdy Sprit land an Gettiles jut asit dd an Sararitans ndt ta
langbdae S hav auid hegopoee Gad? Jamesfdloned, sheringfranthe Sciptureshow Gad hed plans
fa theGetilestoanetofath franthebegning Afte talkingtaggher, thebdiees hed nofurthe

dyetians and they prased Gad thet Hewauld bringsalvation e tothe Gattiles

And upon hearing this, the other believers could have pressed their own viewpoint. They
could have taked about the many generaions of Jewish people who had passed down the
law s0 that they could be in covenant with God. They could have talked about circumcision,
and how that was completely necessary for people to enter the kingdom of heaven. Being
grown up in the | sradlite culture, and knowing little ese, the other believers could have
polarized their view againg therr brothers Peter and James, and ostracized him for eating
with the unclean. Yet, when Peter told his story and James gave his reasons, the other
believers had no further objections. They entire Body of Chrigt benefited from the wisdom
shared tha day.

Prase God for the team learning experience in Jerusdem that day! When teams
aretruly learning, not only are they producing extreordinary results, but the individual
members are growing more rapidly than could have occurred otherwise. The discipline of
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teamlearningstarts with Qlidogue,Othe capacity of members of ateam to suspend
assumptions and enter into agenuine Qhinking together.O

Thus, teams, not individuds, are the fundamentd learning unit in moden
organizations. Team learning isthe process of digning and developing the capacity of ateam
to create theresults its memberstruly desre.

Applying thisto ministry, thereis aneed for didogue. Didogue is not discussion,
where people tak back and forth, arguing for their point of view. Didogue occurs when dl
participants must GuspendOtheir assumptions, literaly to hold them Ces if suspended before
us.OAll participates must regard one another as colleagues. And, there must be afacilitator

who holdsthe context of didogue.

5. Systems Thinking

Theapadles had a doretticStuation anther hands Thegoningnumber of dsipeswes dadnga heawy
burden an thedaily dgribution o food Thus theGregan widonswarena gatingther fair are andthe
Gradan Jansarpaned totheH draichrahas The Twave nedad to address this Stuetion with wisdom
They daidad that they haud faus an theminigry o theWad and to prayer, and gopanted sean Greks

to menegetheddribution o faod

In Acts 6, the Apostles could have merely met the need. Obvioudy, some widows were not
getting their fair share of the food distribution. So, to meet the need, the Apostles could
have merely met the problem head on, dug their aamsinto the food distribution channels
elbow-degp and met the needsof the Grecian widows. However, to do so would have been

short-sghted.
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If they focused more of their time toward feeding the widows, then the ministry of
the Word would be neglected. If the leaders of the movement neglect the preaching of the
Word, then non-Chrigtians will not have adecent chance to accept Jesus as their savior. And,
current Christians wouldn®grow in discipleship from their teaching, because they@e
gpending mogt of their time waiting on tables. Though waiting on tables would have been a
great solution in the short-run, in the long-run, it would have hurt the entire early Chrigtian
movement.

Thus, the Twelve made awise decison: to dlow the ministry to be multiplicative,
they needed to devote themselves primarily to the ministry of the Word and to prayer. But,
gnce they could not neglect the widows as well, they gppointed seven leades, dl of them
Greek, who would digtribute the food to the widows. By gppointed indigenous leadership,
they insured tha the Grecian Jews would have their needsmet, and it provided the Grecian
Jews learning opportunities for leadership in this Christian movement. Eventudly, some of
these seven would do be on the frontlines of ministry, with Sephen being the first martyr of
the fath, and Philip bringing the Gospel to the Samaritans and an Ethiopian. It was
multiplicative ministry.

Syersthinkingis a conceptua framework, abody of knowledge and tools to make
the full patterns clearer, and to help us see how to change them effectively. It enables usto
see wha Senge cdls the Onvisible whole.OT his helps us avoid quick, short-term solutions
with its unseen derimentd sdeeffects. Ingead, it assss usin thinking about the overdl
trgectory of the minigtry, giving us better opportunities to produce more viable, long-term
solutions. Just asthe Twelve were ble to see the full picture, so we should grasp the entire

picture of what affects our minigtries.

! 1997 by James Chaung Plessedonat rgraducewithaut parmissan. Pagpll o 12
9258A ReaptsReed Laddla CA 92037. E-ml: kimhi @adummit.edu



James Choung, 12

Systemsthinking is extremely helpful, but we dso should not dlow thistool to
pardyze us in ministry. Given thistool, we ill need to dlow God the freedom to direct us
into something that doesn®make complete sense right away. Sometimes, God asks us to do
things that defy commonsense, and yet God is the ultimate sysemsthinker! He is completely
in control and has plans for the progresson of the universe. Thus, we can rely on his leading
aswdll. But, sysemsthinking does provide awonderful check for those of uswho

impulsvely do ministry without consdering its possible consegquences.

All together, these five concepts can help revolutionize aministry, and transform it into a
self-generating learning organization. It places apriority on people over programs, and yet
doesn@let the overdl god get logt in the shuffle. It forces ministersto think of helping the
development of each person, and to work together with others to fulfill God®commission
to usfor the earth. If used wisdly, these tools can help our churches! and each personin

them! undesand our rolein furthering the kingdom of God.
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