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Introduction

By the fall of 2001, I had been on staff at USC for six full years.  They had been challenging, exciting, and rewarding…but I was becoming restless.  I had gotten over the hump of learning the ropes, and I had moved into a season of competence and fruitfulness.  But, if I was honest, ministry was beginning to feel dry.

When I came to USC in 1995, the IV chapter was made up of 30 to 40 students:  pretty small.  But I believed that Jesus’ words were true from Mark, chapter 4:  that the kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that starts really small, but grows to become huge.  I had expected—over the next several years—to see God made us that huge tree, one that really made Jesus’ presence felt throughout the entirety of the USC campus…but that didn’t happen.  Sure, we grew.  At one point we swelled to just over 100 students.  But if you realistically plotted our growth over time, we’d ebbed and flowed at about 75 students for several years.  And, more importantly, the pool of students that we were engaging with the gospel had essentially remained about the same. 


After six years on the same campus, I was finally ready to really let that bother me.  My willingness to emotionally engage with my disappointment in ministry functioned to till the soil of my heart.  It was that kind of tilled soil that God seemed to have been waiting for to make his move:  to plant a mustard-seed of new faith in me.

I would like to pass on all that God has taught me about receiving, passing on, and training students into a chapter-building vision.  Though I started out knowing very little about how to lead with vision, over the years—through mentors, reflection, and research—I have acquired some paradigms and principles that capture some of what I’ve learned through experience, which I hope will help you lead more effectively.

The “Change Dynamics” Model

The primary model that I would like to organize my thoughts around is one created by Professor Doug McConnell, of Fuller Theological Seminary.  In his course, “Change Dynamics”, he presents a model of how to lead organizations through healthy change.  I believe that moving a chapter from one that is small, stagnant, or has reached a plateau into one that is healthy and growing fundamentally involves leading that chapter through organizational change.  This is what leaders do.  I believe this is what InterVarsity staff are to do.  From the most dysfunctional chapter to the healthiest, because God is a dynamic God, because our world is always changing, and because people’s sin is always tarnishing the kingdom of God, Christian leaders need to be leaders who can lead their organizations through healthy change.

(I will not attempt to recapture Professor McConnell’s entire course.  I, myself, have not taken it.  As I was leading the USC chapter forward into new growth, I found myself desperate for help and wisdom.  My supervisor, Doug Schaupp, had just finished taking Professor McConnell’s course, and passed on some of what he learned there to me.  I found the material supremely helpful, and attribute many of the good decisions I made to the wisdom that came from it.  For that reason, Professor McConnell’s model will be the foundation of my presentation.)

Diagram of the “Change Dynamics Model”:









Step 1:  Godly Dissatisfaction

The first stage of a healthy change process involves experiencing godly dissatisfaction.  In order to do this, someone needs to play the role of the “catalyst”:  the person or team willing to feel and vocalize godly dissatisfaction.  If everyone feels basically fine about the way things are in an organization, no one will be motivated to change.  Even if people do harbor deeper hopes that are unrealized, if these aren’t brought to the surface of consciousness, no change will occur.  Only when a catalyst stirs up the pot of godly dissatisfaction in many individuals within the organization will the climate become receptive to change.

This was the first and most important role that God led me to play at USC.  It began with me—all by myself, alone with God—being willing to let God stir dissatisfaction within me.  That was difficult all by itself.  As the staff team leader, I had a lot to lose by admitting my dissatisfaction.  It meant I hadn’t led our chapter as I’d wanted to.  But as I allowed God to stir my spirit, I quickly found new hope as I began to envision what I dreamed our group could become.  Many of the dreams of faith I’d had which brought me onto staff were resurrected as I pictured a room full of students of every ethnicity, who were all engaged in evangelism to every student on the campus.  Quickly my own shame melted away as I allowed God to put a picture of his kingdom at USC into my heart.  I didn’t know how we were going to become what God wanted, but that wasn’t important yet.  In fact, it was essential—in order to preserve the purity of the picture God wanted to give me—not to get caught up in the “how to’s” of the vision.  God wanted to plant a picture in my heart that would not stop bothering me until it was realized.  How it would be realized?  That was God’s problem, for him to show me once we got there.  

It isn’t easy to be the catalyst.  Catalysts create problems for people, and the problems are too big for the catalyst to fix, themselves.  People consciously and sub-consciously resist catalysts, and generally prefer them to shut their mouths.  But without catalysts, the godly dissatisfaction pregnant in people’s spirits never gets birthed.  I believe InterVarsity staff need to serve as catalysts to their chapters, and need to be hospitable to the catalysts within their chapters.  Only when the catalysts speak out will our chapters cease to be static and stagnant, and have the opportunity to step into being alive and relevant.

Step 2:  Ownership
Once the catalyst has expressed godly dissatisfaction with the current state of the ministry, the members of that community need to be helped into ownership of that dissatisfaction.  It isn’t enough for one person to be disturbed and motivated to change:  if real and healthy change is going to ever stand a chance, everyone involved must come to feel dissatisfied with the current state of things, and must feel compelled to work unto change.  This is one of the most important transactions of a new idea:  to go from one person who’s all worked up, to a group of people motivated to do whatever it takes to see necessary change advance.

Initially, in the USC ministry, I played the role of the catalyst.  But in order for the dissatisfaction and new vision that I had to become reality, I needed to act as a “process helper”, and help the rest of the USC chapter into having that experience for themselves.   I began with the two other staff on my team.  I shared the process God had taken me through, and asked them to share any ways they could identify with my dissatisfaction, or were inspired by the new picture I was describing.  They identified with the dissatisfaction and elaborated on it.  They added to the new picture, and gave it more detail.  They joined me as fellow catalysts.

From there, we hand-picked a dozen key students and led them through the same process through which I had led the staff.  As these students considered the limitations of our ministry, and were given opportunity to speak into the vision of what could be, they too came to feel inspired to seek God for a change.  They too became catalysts in sparking change in the community.  Over time, through word of mouth, and eventually through a paper describing my initial process of conviction to seek change, this process of sharing the vision, and helping people into ownership continued all the way out to every member of the community.  It was then that we were primed to move forward into something new. 

Step 3:  Diagnosis

Once corporate ownership of the need for change is achieved, it is tempting to move boldly ahead into implementing new ideas.  Because people are motivated and inspired to move forward, it is natural to want to cut them loose into the first new idea that comes along, and—because people are motivated—it is very possible; they are ready to run.  However, to lead a healthy and wise change process, accurate diagnosis of what the real problems of the current situation are is essential in making sure that the new direction of the change is the right direction.  This is another essential role of the “process helper”.


At USC, I pursued this by asking lots of questions of students and staff.  One particular interaction with a junior in the chapter, named Jason, had deep impact on me.  As I spoke with him, he shared how wonderful his freshman year had been—everything InterVarsity offered was fresh and challenging, and he was deeply poured into in ways that fit him well—but that, since then, he’d felt like InterVarsity had increasingly less to offer him.  Rather that react defensively, which would have been easy, I listened.  As he shared more about his experience, it began to become clear to me that Jason was an apostolic, innovative leader, who had spent his sophomore and junior year confined within the limitations of an inflexible structure of leadership development.  If Jason had been content to follow the “standard path” of a growing leader in our chapter, he would have reached out to students his sophomore year, and then moved into a freshman dorm his junior year to lead a small group Bible study.  But this path of growth—which had been tried and true for some many that had come before him—left him feeling bored and uninspired.  Asking questions and listening to Jason share about his experience helped me diagnose one of the limitations to our growth as a chapter:  our structure smothered innovative, apostolic leaders.  Jason’s insightful sharing caused us to create a new structure that encouraged young leaders with vision and motivation to step into challenging new innovations on campus.  Jason spent his senior year launching a brand-new ministry to international students that continues to this day.  And, due in part to the positive nature of that experience, he now serves overseas in the middle east as Link staff, with the vision of launching a student movement in a Muslim nation.


The godly dissatisfaction that the catalyst feels and articulates comes from somewhere.  But just because catalysts feel the dissatisfaction does not mean that they understand why it’s there.  Accurate diagnosis is an easy step to skip in the change process.  To skip it and move full-steam ahead in the change process is like high-stakes gambling on the roulette wheel.  You might get lucky and happen to put your money on the right number.  But if you want to lead your community into success, accurate diagnosis will make your leadership less like gambling, and more like science.

Step 4:  Solutions

Once the problems of a community have been well-diagnosed, it is important to consider a range of potential solutions which will effectively correct the problem.  The “researcher” is willing to network themselves with other leaders, and learn from them some of the secrets of their success.  The best leaders that lead the best change processes are not necessarily the smartest leaders, but the ones most developed in the skill of learning from others, who—as a result—have a wide range of possible solutions from which to choose.


Personally, cultivating the habit of learning from other successful leaders, and familiarizing myself with some of their fruitful ideas is something I’m trying to grow in.  The way I sought solutions for the USC ministry was primarily to create lots of time and space for highly creative brainstorming with my staff team.  I happened to have the luxury of a highly creative team, and—as a result—the solutions that we generated ended up being fairly successful.

For a period of about a month and a half, we probably met for over 40 hours, we read leadership and management literature, and we made a choice not to shoot down any ideas that any of us threw out.  This created a collaborative environment, stimulated by the wisdom of the business literature, which formed the cauldron out of which our solutions came.  Our primary solution was to modify our leadership structure to encourage apostolic innovation in students, and to create a new team of leaders, with administrative and helps gifting, to develop the infrastructure of the community to handle the growth we were anticipating.

As the years have gone on, I have tried to continue to cultivate a leadership climate that is hospitable to innovation, and creative thinking.  I have also paid closer attention to other successful ministries that I encounter, and often take notes on what I can learn from them.  I have become increasingly shameless about “borrowing” other people’s ideas, and implementing them in my context.


Accurate diagnosis is no good without creative relevant solutions.  Creating a climate that is hospitable to learning, and even appointing someone you know as a ministry idea researcher, are steps that can help offer a range of solutions and direction to go as you guide a change process.

Step 5:  Implementation

Lastly comes the step of implementation.  Once a community has gone through the previous four steps, it is essential to pay close attention to turning ideas into reality.  The “process helper” plays a major role here, as in earlier steps of the change process, in bringing the hard work of generating a relevant plan for change into fruition.

At USC the secret to our successful implementation was involving both staff and students to take responsibility to turn ideas into reality, and coming up with an effective structure to supervise the implementation of the new vision.  Initially, the vision was implemented by several staff who were each incredibly hands-on in advancing the most challenging parts of the new vision.  This was successful, but difficult to sustain while still carrying the load of keeping the rest of the ministry going.

By the second year of the vision, it became clear that our supervision structures were ineffective in maintaining quality control of the new innovations in ministry, and as the staff needed to give more energy to some of the more basic functions of the chapter, the implementation of the vision suffered.  One of the most significant turn-arounds was when several student leaders stepped up to carry more of the weekly routine of running the ministry.  Additionally, we re-vamped our training and supervision structures to increase quality control, and keep the vision at the forefront of our community.  We continue to modify some of our attempts at implementation on about a semesterly basis.

Good implementation needs to be well thought through, and there need to be many people responsible to oversee it.  From my experience, the degree of change of new vision determines the level of energy and attention that needs to be given to implementation:  if you’re going for a small change, you’ll only need to give small additional attention to implementation; if you’re hoping to shoot for the moon, you should expect to be investing in your implementation plan heavily, and for several years.

Recycling the Wheel of Change
Finally, if you look closely at the change dynamics model, you’ll notice an arrow linking “implementation” back into “godly dissatisfaction”.  That’s because a good change leader realizes that leading their organization through change is not a single event, but an ongoing part of good leadership.  The godly dissatisfaction a leader feels today will, hopefully, be removed as they see their ministry grow and change.  But once that happens, new dissatisfactions will arise.  My experience tells me that ministries that want to be responsive to God need to become comfortable to always being a part of the change cycle.


At USC, for example, I have just spent the last 3 months leading our ministry through what I’ve been calling a “vision renewal process”.  Now that we’re in 2005, our 2002 “mustard seed vision” has grown a bit stale, so I’ve been training a new generation of staff to lead the chapter through the change cycle, and, hopefully, into new growth and fruitfulness.

Conclusions
I feel so grateful to my supervisor, Doug Schaupp, and for his leading me into the research of Professor Doug McConnell, because I’ve been able to see their ideas and leadership turn into changed lives on the campus.


Leading communities through healthy change is a complex and mysterious process, yet such an important one.  I have found the change dynamics model incredibly helpful, and feel like I have only begun to scratch the surface of how to maximize it’s usefulness in campus ministry.


I hope that you will experiment with acting upon the godly dissatisfactions that God stirs in your own heart as you lead.  To do so, for me, has been one of the renewing experiences of my faith life, restoring in me the thrill of taking a conviction from God, and daring to do all I can to live it out and see what wonderful drama will unfold.
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