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Chapter 11 

Communications and Planning

This chapter presents two essential elements of management( communications, attentive listening and providing direction; and developing a plan of action.  No one can lead without communication skills, and no progress can be made without self-study and planning.  Church management is no exception. 

Attention is focused on informal discussion and receptive listening, fundamentals of effective communications.  More formal deliberations, e.g., council meetings, and the special persuasive elements involved are presented in Chapter 12, "Participatory Decision-Making and Problem Solving."  Part of informal communications is encouraging creativity and dissent, emphasized here as essential for full understanding and eventual unity, yet too frequently avoided as "troublesome."  The role of ombudsman is also reported as a liaison of special value in resolving controversial issues.

The second part of the chapter discusses planning with special attention to its first step, self-study.  Formulating the path ahead seeking God's will in all things is the essence of the Christian pilgrim.  

Effective Communications  
Communications is the exchange of thoughts, messages, or information by speech and writing and, to a lesser degree, by personal behavior.  A "wink," for example, can be a very effective means of communications under certain circumstances.  The interaction is to inform and become informed, as well as to please, comfort, care for, and, indeed, convey all manner of human emotions. Communications is always a dual affair, between two or more people, transmitter(s) and receiver(s).  The critical component is achieving acceptance and response, not simply providing information.

We communicate to inform, instruct, or influence action.  It is the basic means for all human interactions.  Good communications ensures that everyone is operating from the same information base, circulates ideas and viewpoints, raises and answers questions, and exposes and reconciles differences.  Good communications also develops teamwork through understanding and unified effort.  The exact purposes involved are generally dependent on the needs or goals of the source.  Receivers, on the other hand, may typically perceive the communication in terms of their own interpretation as opposed to its original purpose.  The effectiveness of communications is thus highly dependent on the receiver's understanding and acceptance as well as the transmitter's intent.

Rather than being taken for granted and neglected, communications within churches, as with all organizations, should be periodically evaluated to test for effectiveness, distortion, and transmission failures.  Does the system keep everyone informed, encourage interaction and debate, and cultivate new approaches?  Regular channels must be in place to achieve each of the many purposes involved.  Deficiencies can be determined through informal surveys.  Upward communications, in particular, must be encouraged.   Individuals in the congregation are the single best source of creative new ideas.  They are most sensitive to church shortcomings.  They are the recipients of poor sermons, unending meetings, and dominating leaders.  They must be free of rebuke and encouraged to speak up.  The next division of this chapter, "Encouraging Creativity and Dissent," focuses on this role.

The Art of Dialog and Receptive Listening

The subject here is earnest dialog, intentional discourse, as opposed to simple casual conversation.  The distinguishing features are substance (meaningful content) and exchange (giving and receiving reciprocally).  Open dialog precedes and is a source of information for subsequent analysis (methodical examination), the latter often performed by a specially assigned group.  Dialog is spoken conversation, exchanging thoughts, expressions, and feelings.  Its purpose is to gain understanding and examine differences and similarities.  It is built on respect and connective thinking which focuses on participant strengths not weaknesses, tapping into the wisdom of each individual to develop understanding and common ground.  Persuasion and debate are not part of dialog.  Consensus is not sought.  What is encouraged is sharing and inquiry based on genuine interest and intent to learn.  The basic rules of dialog are guaranteed attentiveness, receptivity, interaction, and response. 

Underlying all effective dialog is receptive listening.  The two(speaking and listening(are integral, necessary to establish the duality of the conversation, i.e., the exchange required.  The great power of listening is the rapport it establishes with the speaker thereby creating opportunities for interaction.  To a degree, the listener must be willing to abandon control of the direction the conversation takes, to follow rather than lead, to recognize one's vulnerability and seek strength in others.

"Listening might be defined as an attitude toward other people and what they are attempting to express.  It begins with attention, both the outward manifestation and the inward alertness.  It includes constructive responses that help the other person express both thoughts and feelings.  The good listener remains in a position to assess the relationship among facts, opinions, attitudes, and feelings being expressed and is therefore able to respond to the total expression of the other person."
 
Henry Kaiser (1882-1967), father of modern shipbuilding, was reported as saying, when asked his key to success, "I surrounded myself with people smarter than me, and I listened to them."  Calvin Coolidge understood this importance in commenting, "No one ever listened himself out of a job." 

Leading Group Discussion  
We define group discussion as an informal discourse on a particular topic, generally involving little or no preparation or recording.  (The distinction of presiding over official meetings is reported in Chapter 12.)  Any discussion leader, however informally appointed, should be perceptive of what's going on to ensure a positive outcome.  The posture must be primarily that of seeing and listening while keeping one's own analytical apparatus quiet.    We're talking about "…sensitive, empathetic, concentrated listening to discover what people are really trying to communicate."
 

These rules may be employed by group leaders and participants to promote effective group discussion:  

(1) Be inquisitive, eager for knowledge.  Convey to others a real interest in what they are saying and a readiness to positively respond.  This "attentive" listening requires trying hard to really understand what the other person is saying.  It requires undivided focused attention without being preoccupied by one’s own thoughts or distracted by surrounding events.  Attentiveness may be shown through eye contact, head nodding, and encouraging expression. 

(2) Ask questions to clarify and ensure understanding.  Questions show interest and build confidence and trust in the speaker. "Grant that I may seek not so much to be understood as to understand." (Saint Francis of Assisi (1181-1226) founder of the Franciscan Order. 

(3) Encourage all to be heard beyond the most articulate or forceful.  Interaction and the give-and-take of group discussion may, in fact, encourage many hesitant individuals to join in.  Appreciate the diversity and value of everyone's contributions.  If notes are taken, be sure the minority position and rejected arguments are recorded. 

(4) Strive for honesty.  Candor(frank, sincere, impartial expression( underlies all effective communication.  Without honesty, speech is hollow and distracting.  In early discussions in particular, encourage diversity and dissent by an informal atmosphere of support.  In addition, it is surprising how much honest communication can take place during "breaks" and other "off-the-record" conversation.  

 (5) Avoid judgmental intrusions.  One of the greatest barriers to communications is the automatic tendency of the receiver to evaluate the content in his or her own frame of reference, including impressions of the speaker.  Who is speaking may influence what is believed as much as what is being said.  We never want to prejudice or polarize ourselves in this way.  Information gathering should be a neutral activity.   Interpretation and evaluation are reserved for later more detached sessions of study and analysis.  As fellow Christians we must remain unified, respectfully seeking the truth together as one spirit. 

(6) Build positive expectations.  Inform participants of how the discussion content will be employed and how they may be further involved in the process.  Schedule follow-on discussions for topics requiring continuation. Thank people for their contribution.

(7) Assess what has transpired.  Critique your discussion session, asking participants if they felt they were able to get fully involved and were honestly heard.  Appointment of a "recorder" to take notes will help your review.  Schedule follow-on discussions if required.

Encouraging Vision, Creativity, and Criticism

Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past.  See, I am doing a new thing!  Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?  (Isaiah 43:18-19)  

Saint Paul wrote:  Do not put out the Spirit's fire; do not treat prophecies with contempt.  Test everything.  Hold on to the good.  Avoid every kind of evil.  (1st Thessalonians 19-22)

“We have to have respect for people with unusual talent.”  Observation on John Nash, Nobel Prize winner in economics, 1994.
The visionary, or prophet, sees into the future what later proves to be true.  The creative person brings about new things.  Critics judge and evaluate to change and improve.  All three types of advice are powerful instruments to discern and carry out God's will.  They must be encouraged for we know that God speaks to us in many new and different ways.  No matter the conflicts or turmoil, we remain comforted knowing that we are being led where the spirit of Jesus wants to lead us. 

Need for extremism.  All three forces(vision, creativity, and criticism(require great effort and conviction, sometimes labeled "extremism" especially by mistrusting souls.  But extremism, defined here as advocacy resorting to measures beyond the norm based on firm conviction, can and should be viewed in a positive manner.  In this sense all three temperaments(visionary, creator, and critic(are typically extremists, commonly resorting to assertive and persistent efforts in order to bring about change against what is commonly perceived as disfavoring odds and even hostility. 

Many great men and women have been "extremists" in this sense.  The case is elegantly made by Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. in a letter from Birmingham city jail.

     But as I continued to think about the matter (Negro birthright of freedom) I gradually gained a bit of satisfaction from being considered an extremist.  Was not Jesus an extremist in love?  "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for them that despitefully use you."  Was not Amos an extremist for justice("Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a might stream."  Was not Paul an extremist for the gospel of Jesus Christ("I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus."  Was not Martin Luther an extremist("Here I stand; I can do none other so help me God."  Was not John Bunyan an extremist("I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience."  Was not Abraham Lincoln an extremist("This nation cannot survive half slave and half free."  Was not Thomas Jefferson an extremist("We hold these truths to be self evident that all men are created equal."

The church has a long history of duty and respect for authority that is now being increasingly tested against new notions of popular sovereignty and dissent.  Some of this challenge stems from our increasing awareness of "the basic principles of Americanism(the right to criticize.  The right to hold unpopular beliefs.  The right to protest.  The right of independent thought."  (Margaret Chase Smith (1897-1995) U.S. Senator and Representative.  Congregations are prompted to take advantage of these rights by what they perceive as the immutable status of churches in a dynamically changing world.  Thus the task has become one of balancing the multiple and often conflicting interests involved in such a manner as to "promote and protect and defend the integrity and the dignity of the individual,…essentially the meaning of religion."  (David Lilienthal (1899-1981) father of public power.

Visionaries.  "In each class there are born a certain number of natures with a curiosity about their best self, with a bent for seeing things as they are, for disentangling themselves from machinery, for simply concerning themselves with reason and the will of god, and doing their best to make these prevail…and this bent always tends to take them out of their class and to make their distinguishing characteristic their 'humanity.'  They have, in general, a rough time of it in their lives."  (Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) English poet and critic, Culture and Anarchy.
Visionaries, in carving their own path, seek to see farther and probe deeper than other people.  Too often they are prematurely evaluated, often in great error.  Consider these rejections:  

"The wireless music box has no imaginable commercial value.  Who would pay for a message sent to nobody in particular."  (Associates of David Sarnoff (1891-1971) pioneer in American communications, in response to his urgings for investment in the radio in the 1920s.  

"Who the hell wants to hear actors talk?"  (Harry M. Warner (1881-1958) pioneer of the sound film industry, 1927.

"I think there is a world market for maybe five computers."  (Thomas Watson, chairman of IBM, 1943. 

Rather than be labeled "trouble-makers," visionaries should be recognized as sources of God's revelations, to be empowered, not dispelled.  Too often, instead, caution prevails.  We "play it safe," going with the proven, staying within our capabilities, limiting our choices, whereas the real risk is not being led by the Spirit.  Through prayer we learn God's mission for us, the true reality.

The critic.  "…the demonstrators…are undertaking the time-honored, indispensable mission of democratic crowds; to crack a wrongheaded consensus, to energize actual and potential reformers on the inside, to polarize opinion and goad laggards, to precipitate public debates that have been suppressed by establishments or pursued only by experts in closed rooms where inertia and groupthink overwhelm dissent." (Todd Gitlin, professor of journalism and sociology, Columbia University, editorial, The Washington Post, April 16, 2000.  "… jarring wake-up calls are rarely greeted with thankful smiles."  (Carl Rowan (1925-2000) syndicated newspaper columnist. 

 In any group there are always a few individuals opposed to the majority position, or, at least prefer an alternative.  This natural counter-balancing should always be welcome as a potential check on the possible lock-step consistency of the majority.  A moderate degree of conflict is typically evidence of vitality, awareness, and interest─healthy conditions enabling change and growth.

Critics view speaking up for the minority, the underrepresented, the unpopular position, as a shining moment.   They prefer debate and controversy as opposed to polite conversation.  They strive for an open, egalitarian, and collegial relationship among church members rather than a hierarchical structure.  Often, a profound feeling of isolation from the decision-making process affects their church life, a frustration born of a sense of powerlessness.  However, by their nature, those that tend to find faults with others are generally remarkably tough themselves, able to ignore insult and outlast exclusion, to remain steadfast and upright.  They may take refuge in knowing that "the Holy Ghost alone is in the true position of a critic…able to show what is wrong without wounding and hurting." (Oswald Chambers (1874-1917) Scottish evangelical prophet.  Critics then should be guided by the Spirit in making strategic and deliberate decisions about how and when and for how long to promote a cause.  

While encouraging constructive criticism, we must duly note that being constantly negative is wrong-headed and destructive.  It tears down rather than builds up, drains our energy, adds tension, and arouses feelings of frustration and anger.  Individuals so driven must be advised, yea admonished, to recognize common ground, observe protocol, be supportive, and seek honest resolution of differences. 

The Ombudsman 
House critic, inspector-general, arbiter, advocate, ombudsman, however termed, this position is a unique and important office indeed.  The ombudsman position is a vital link between any organization's rank-and-file and management, religious institutions being no exception.  Yet the role is rare within churches because of the encompassing parental care expected of pastors presumably precluding the need for any alternative avenue.  But this reliance is deceptive, evident in the considerable turmoil and dissatisfaction within many churches.  An ombudsman, in response, serves as a continuous dependable intermediary, providing an independent and neutral means for resolving problems.  This liaison must be provided apart and quite distant from any response or failure to respond by staff and lay leaders, for they may, in fact, be part of the problem.  Having said this, it is also proper to recognize that truly receptive pastors and responsible lay leaders, caring what the congregation thinks, largely negates the need for any supplemental envoy.  

An ombudsman is appointed to field and investigate complaints, report findings to the appropriate parties, and, occasionally, when assigned, mediate settlements.  The office may be so demanding as to require a team approach.  However organized, the position must have the confidence and trust of all concerned.  Congregation members should view the position as a receptive, effective channel to those in authority; church leaders similarly as a source of constructive assistance.  
When needed.  Problems are often so awkward to those involved that a detached mediator is a welcome relief.  If questioned, the ombudsman position should be at least tested on a trial basis.  In most instances the need is clear.  Church leaders may be remote and insensitive, occasionally even lofty and possibly arrogant in their positions.  Left on their own they become inclined to rely more and more on a kind of "in-house" mentality that typically defends and explains rather than questions.  When questions are raised they are sidetracked.  From a member standpoint, individuals may feel "uncomfortable" in expressing dissatisfactions and possibly even fear reprisal.  However modest such conditions may be, they tend to thwart critical commentary from all but the most stalwart parishioner.  Hence the need, in most instances, for the ombudsman.   

Position duties.  At its expanded scope, the ombudsman position includes the following responsibilities: 

1. Careful, first-hand, discerning observation to fully understand operating conditions and personnel.  The ombudsman must be fully informed to be able to knowledgeably respond to queries.  While not an initiator, the informed ombudsman may tell others what to think about without conveying judgment.   This broadcast of topics may include disclosing information the congregation needs, but what others may wish be kept secret for self-interest purposes. 
2. Encourage congregation members and staff to express their personal opinions and observations.  Most congregation members fail to realize their influence within their own church.  It simply never occurs to them that anyone actually cares about they think, much less welcomes what they may have to say.  So encouragement is required at all times.  This especially is the ombudsman's responsibility─to convey that everyone's ideas are valuable.  Sometimes the individual thinking of one person can illuminate and guide us better than all the panels and commissions the church might convene.  

3. Field and present new ideas and criticism constructively in such a manner as to prompt reform rather than spur resentment.  This central function begins with soliciting congregational ideas not merely passively waiting for inputs.  Suggestions and questions must then be put forth in a constructive, positive manner, typically requiring involvement in the response process. 

 Information and persuasion to rethink situations are the tools of the ombudsman.  Actually, in most instances, there is likely to be very little difference between what the ombudsman may point out and what church leaders already know they should do.  In reality, the principal function of the ombudsmen is to make leaders think about who they represent and serve, their standards, and the quality of service they seek.  This is all that should be expected of the job.  The ombudsman cannot force an issue.  He or she must rely on convincing those in power of their responsibility to honestly and diligently attend to issues as they surface. 

4. Hold church leaders accountable to the congregation.  The toughest duty of the ombudsman is to get church leaders to acknowledge their responsibility as elected representatives to honestly listen and respond to all reasonable advice and criticism.  This is part of our belief that all Christians are at once both humble servants before our Lord and favored disciples. 

What must the ombudsman avoid?  The ombudsman should never be the source of actions.  To maintain the office's independence and detachment, the ombudsman must only represent others, never initiating action, always a neutral, unaffiliated intermediary, seeking only honest presentation and open examination.  Thus the ombudsman is never an advocate except for openness, truth, and God's will. 

The ombudsman position should never be a substitute for direct dealings between involved parties.  Quite the contrary. The ombudsman promotes direct contacts, never interfering, serving exclusively as liaison, and, if need be, a court of last resort.   The ombudsman needs to convey to the congregation this limited role thereby promoting rather than circumventing normal lines of communication and authority. 

Personal traits of the ombudsman.  This is not a position for the timid or weak of heart.  It requires courage, energy, and diplomacy, a rare combination.  At his or her best, the ombudsman has:   

(1) a profound sense of what is fair and the courage to pursue the hard and unattractive position.   

(2) a willingness to step outside one's own assumptions and prejudices. 

(3) a healthy skepticism that things are not as perfect or simple as they appear.

(4) the ability to encourage open discussion and ferret out underlying conditions.

(5) the ability to express positions accurately, well, and constructively without bias.

(6) an unlimited capacity to delve into facts and figures and the stick-to-it-iveness to achieve final resolution. 
Suggestion systems have one advantage over the ombudsman, anonymity and therefore immunity to the initiator.  However, an ombudsman is much preferred, substituting human interaction with all its flexibility and sensitivity for the mechanics and limitations of written commentary.  Also, anonymously authored suggestions may too often be reduced to petty grievances and unfounded accusations, harmful in their own right.  Typically, the suggestion box remains empty, testimony to its ineffectiveness.

Open Forums/Critiques 
Group discussions can be structured or, as more commonly practiced, informal.  Open forums and critiques tend to be structured.  Both are suitable for congregation use.  Forums typically involve expert or staff discussion of designated topics with audience participation encouraged.  Or they may be more loosely designed as an open session with minimal agenda other than a theme or series of related topics.  Forums, however, are distinguished from open discussions in typically having an intended purpose, specific invitees, a leader, and democratic procedures.  The rules of effective group discussion (page 11-2), of course, still apply. 

Critiques are largely a neglected form of communications because, quite frankly, their purpose is generally perceived as criticism.  While this is partially true, positive elements are also addressed and negative observations can and should be expressed constructively as a means for improvement.  Not a meeting, class, sermon, or any principal church assembly should take place without arrangements for a following-on candid review, however minimal.  A qualified participant may simply be asked to perform this task, rendering a brief written or oral response privately at the end of the session.  It is amazing how much improvement is possible by simply responding to another's observations, if we would only be willing to listen.  Where there is no guidance, a nation fails, but in an abundance of counselors there is safety.  (Proverbs 11:14)

Long-Range Planning and Self-Study 
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God(what is good and acceptable and perfect.  (Romans 12:2)

"If no plans are made to discern where God is leading, the congregation will keep on doing what it has always done and likely with declining meaning."  (Harold E. Bauman, Congregations and Their Servant Leaders.

Planning is a matter of formulating a scheme or program for the accomplishment of a specific task or attainment of a given objective.  Planning day-to-day affairs is relatively routine and automatic.  As the scope of activities expands and is projected, however, planning becomes much more complex and difficult.  Such so-called "long-range" planning is systematic and extended, involving greater potential and higher risks.  Plans of this nature often cover a five, even a ten-year period.  They attempt to spell out the future, designing the proper aggressive response to changing conditions and challenges.  Yet despite this great value, congregations often neglect extended planning.   They are too willing to let well-enough alone, content with the status quo, unwilling to risk what God may ask.  Much prayer is thus required to reach out to find God's calling.  Christian planning is a very noble venture indeed, an intimate relationship with God's will, serving with joy and thanksgiving.  
The breadth of planning requires some focusing for church application.  Consider this typical scope:

1. Define and continuously re-define mission.

2. Identify major programs/activities required for mission accomplishment.

3. Set program priorities and/or order of performance.

4. Secure and align required resources. 
5. Determine appropriate program methodology.

6. Coordinate programs.

7. Set performance measurements/benchmarks and evaluate. 

8. Reallocate resources based on program evaluations. 
Most congregations include planning activities 1 through 4 as part of their long-range planning.  The remaining four activities are generally left, by default, to the respective operating elements.  Setting performance standards and program evaluation are generally minimal, with all work considered “good” however questionably needed or performed.  See step #3 below, “Evaluate and prioritize.”
Who does long-range planning?  The basic responsibility for long-range planning rests with the church council.  However, planning may well be delegated to the church trustees who have both the time and inclination required.  In fact, councils may serve best by maintaining a long-range mentality while standing just outside the planning process itself performed by trustees.  And trustees generally have the semi-detached collegial relationship essential for impartial planning. 

A real stumbling block to planning is hesitant councils, too busy or too imbedded in the given path, yet unwilling to relinquish responsibility to others.  If planning is absent it is probably not because of any lack of need.  Therefore, councils and trustees must be aware that discerning God's will in all things is the church's greatest responsibility.

Nature of Long-Range Planning  
The mechanics of planning appear simple enough.  Once the decision to plan is made (and it is a continuous process), four principal steps described below are involved.  A complete written plan includes presentation of all four elements for they are sequentially interdependent.  (Note, implementation of the plan is a distinct follow-on management function.) 

(1) Gather and study information. 
This first step identifies and attempts to understand what the church is doing and why.  It is primarily descriptive, but must not get engrossed in detail.
  What are the church's present activities and their justification?  Where do the real strengths lie, where are weaknesses?  What is happening in the community and its implication to church responsibilities?  This step also attempts to look ahead, to visualize future developments and opportunities.  Such intelligence gathering is often referred to as "self-study," presented in some detail in the next section.   

A significant component of information gathering and examination is the encouragement of new ideas and programs.  Perceiving God's will as he guides us toward our future is the essence of Christian planning.  Without prayerful creative thinking, planning is pretty much a redundant exercise. Planners therefore must be prayerful, inventive, able to visualize opportunities and receptive to new ideas.  "Regardless of the stress of circumstances, institutions function better when the idea, the dream, is to the fore…   Dreams should be articulated by whomever is the ablest dreamer, and leaders should always be open to persuasion by dreamers."  (Robert Greenleaf (1904-1990) father of modern servant-leadership.

Another important dimension in gathering information is through use of surveys.  The questionnaire should rigorously deal with all elements of church operations under investigation.  The intent is to securing honest, frank responses, preferably with proffered recommendations.  Accompanying personal interviews often ferret out feelings and opinions that might otherwise remain unexpressed.  Often more can be learned by talking with one disgruntled member than a host of satisfied parishioners.  The source and use of all sensitive material must, of course, be vigilantly restricted, preferably by a single appointed investigating officer.  The survey dimensions may also include site visits to other churches to identify means by which others have solved their problems.  All such evaluation efforts may benefit greatly from employment of an outside trained enabler, knowledgeable in survey design, testing, and interpretation. 

 (2) Develop program objectives and goals.
The intent of every program, old and new, must be known.  This is a time to be realistic about what should and can be accomplished.  And be as specific as possible.  An evangelism goal of 20 new family members (based on last year’s 15-member accomplishment), for example, adds realism, encouragement, and reasonable pressure.  Goals are typically worked out with the assistance of the subject committee. 
(3) Evaluate and prioritize. 

 This most difficult third step decides which programs to maintain, expand, contract, initiate, or delete.  It is diagnostic in its focus.  In theory, the idea is to equate marginal returns, an economic concept, thereby ensuring the most productive use of resources.  In practice this amounts to ranking the expected returns from adding dollars and staff to each program, then supporting those activities where the results appear most productive.  Comparisons are, of course, typically a matter of judgment.  This should not be too disconcerting for most decisions are, in fact, matters of evaluation.  If, for example, a small contingent of evangelists encourages a dozen or so new families to join the church, strengthening this group would likely be a better use of personnel than adding additional members to an already seemingly adequate Sunday school staff. 

In simplest terms then, programs should be expanded where the highest returns relative to costs are expected, and curtailed where additions appear unwarranted.  Thus one builds on one's strengths and curtails one's weaknesses.  Kennon Callahan, church management consultant, reminds us that a church's strengths "…are present precisely because God has enabled His people to develop them.  A church that decides to claim its strengths affirms that the power of God has been at work in the congregation, enabling it to develop these specific strengths."
  He then adds, "The art of long-range planning is to decide those few strategic new strengths that it makes sense to add in the coming five to seven years.  Successful churches work smarter, not harder."
  Thus the most critical element of planning, this second step, is essentially that of determining not only which key programs to expand, but also, as important, which promising new ones to add with the rest expected to carry on as usual. 
 (4) Design ways and means to accomplish plan directives and goals. 

This final step spells out how the plan and goals are to be accomplished in terms of budget, staffing, procedures, and progress benchmarks.  The typical Who? What? Where? When? basics.  (Note, actual implementation is carried out by the involved operational officers and thus is not part of planning.)  Operators, of course, will have participated in some of the planning work, yet must be fully briefed on implementation.  Their understanding and cooperation is obviously essential if the plan is to succeed.

A complete plan also recognizes the importance of early success in its implementation.  Reasonably straightforward likely successful actions should be scheduled first, building confidence and capability.  Also, existing programs are easier to expand than starting new ones.  Finally, new programs are strengthened if they are part of a mutually reinforcing complementary set.  Recruitment of young couples and expanding child-care is an obvious example; cultivating lay leadership while concurrently offering training and apprenticeships another.

Budget and staffing may initially be "roughed-in" to be detailed later as experience dictates.  New ventures especially require ensured funding and resourceful initial leadership.

Self-Study 
The will of God is not a system of rules which is established from the outset; it is something new and different in each different situation in life, and for this reason a man must ever anew examine what the will of God may be.  The heart, the understanding, observation and experience must all collaborate in this task.  Our knowledge of God's will is not something over which we ourselves dispose, but it depends solely upon the grace of God, and this grace is and requires to be new every morning.  (Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) German theologian and Protestant resistance leader.

If we could first know where we are, and whither we are tending, we could better judge what to do, and how to do it.(Abraham Lincoln, the "House Divided Speech." 

Some things go wrong and change is okay.  Leaders must always recognized, and consider as a challenge, the very real possibility that some of what is going on in the organization may not be working.  Such skepticism is offset by the remedy, a healthy respect for new ideas and constructive debate.  The very nature of leadership is to advance the cause, so newness and change are actually evidence of leadership.  Without new goals, new ventures, there is no leadership only maintenance.  Therefore leaders must always ask, "How can we improve this situation?"  

 We should all appreciate the fact that change is not an admission that something is necessarily wrong; rather that improvement, progress, growth, or development is possible.  Yet many in authority are reluctant to make changes, claiming it is too disruptive, potentially harmful.  One of the hardest tasks of leaders is to convince others that change provides at least the opportunity if not reality to improve.  And even when mistakes are made they are often minor and readily corrected.  Failures should be considered learning lessons.  Do not stifle inspiration or despise prophetic utterance, but test them all; keep hold of what is good and avoid all forms of evil.  (1 Thessalonians 5:19-22) 

Finally, making improvements should be recognized as a tough business requiring determined leadership.  Optimism (expecting the best possible outcome), enthusiasm (excitement and interest in the cause), and resolution (firm determination) are all called for.  Changes must often be pushed through in the face of hostility and unexplained rejection.  Still, pushing should always be done with a light hand.   Sometimes one must resort to a church-wide hearing to overcome a persistent negative minority.  Too often weak leadership succumbs, thus we return to the necessary prerequisites: optimism, enthusiasm, and resolution. 
The philosophy of self-study is one of communal examination and reflection in joyous celebration of determining God's will.  The basic elements are continuous prayer and scripture reading, recognition of change as a Christ-derived precept, and purposeful investigation.  The task may initially appear daunting because of the breadth of programs and activities involved.  But some simplification can be added by recognizing that all church activities can be investigated in terms of three underlying qualities: 

(1) Does the church honor and uplift the Lord Jesus Christ through a spirit of worship, and love and devotion to Him in all gatherings and in its ministry?  Is this evident in commitment to the Bible and dependency on the Holy Spirit's work among us?

(2) Is the congregation warm, friendly, and caring, inviting one and all to belong to and share in Christian  brotherhood? 

(3) Is the church supportive of growth and change, recognizing the talents and creativity of members and constructively responding to new ideas and suggestions?   

Besides this focus, the list of self-examination topics may be reduced by relatively cursory examination of many long-standing church activities that have been refined over time to efficient routines needing little further study.  

Self-Study Procedures

Self-study is basically gathering and analyzing subject information with resulting recommendations.  Every viable source of information should be considered to include: (1) existing reviews, studies, and reports, (2) interviews with church pastors, leaders, members, and visitors, (3) open forum discussions, (4) surveys, (5) library references, (6) observations from visiting other congregations, (7) local community contacts and employment of consultants, and above all (8) prayer and scripture reading.   

Personal interviews with members are often the surest means of identifying congregational strengths, weaknesses, and problems.  An informal yet structured design is preferred, administered by trained personnel in strict confidence.  Be sure to ferret out the ideas and positions of all parties, particularly the young, old, minorities, and discontent.  Listen to the experience of former office holders.  If the broadest possible canvas is sought, questionnaires will likely be required.  They should always be pre-tested with special attention to establishing a systematic means of analysis.  …bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ.  (2nd Corinthians 10:5)

The key to self-study remains identification of real problem areas and improvement opportunities without delving into what's working right or inconsequential details.  The first step is that of establishing a systematic diagnostic approach.  We recommend concentration on seven
 central characteristics of successful churches developed by Kennon Callahan, church management consultant.  Numerous other listings are possible, but Callahan's seem most focused and suitable as a prototype guide.  Reading the original source is strongly recommended.  Again note that the intent of the self-study guide is to ask discerning questions that will eventually lead to significant improvements.   

1. Specific, Concrete Missional Objectives

( Is the church concentrating on a few major missions that deliver effective help to one, two, or three specific community hurts and hopes?  ( Are these missions consistent with real shared longings to help in these areas?        ( Are the mission requirements consistent with congregational strengths? ( Are there congregational members who have or are willing to commit their lives to these missional objectives?  ( Is delivery performed "…in a competent, compassionate, committed, and courageous manner…"

2. Visitation and Outreach
( Does the church maintain a balanced program of visitations to members and newcomers and those in hospitals or homebound?  ( Is the number of visits per week acceptably proportional to the congregation size?  ( Is there an appropriate balance between pastor and lay visitations?  ( Are outreach visitors trained in "sharing and shepherding, relating and reaching, and winning and working," the major stages of visitation?  

3. Corporate, Dynamic Worship

( Is there a strong sense of belonging, togetherness, and warmth within the congregation before, during, and after the service that conveys a sense of Christian love and fellowship?  ( Does the sense of grace and community that members share also find its way genuinely and authentically to visitors?  ( Is the music dynamic, inspirational, and high quality/  ( Does the preaching lead people to live their lives more fully and richly in the spirit of the New Testament message?  ( Is there a strong interconnected progression in the power and movement of the liturgy to an appropriate summit? 

4. Significant Relational Groups

( Are there ample opportunities for congregational members to seek real community in meaningful groups in which significant sharing and caring can take place?  ( Is there a long-range plan for establishing new significant relational groups? 

5. Strong Leadership Resources

( Do church leaders lead the congregation forward to accomplish substantive objectives or merely enable through nondirective guidance?  ( Is leadership balanced with complementary skills in analysis, support, encouragement, organization, and direction?  ( Is the church focused on a few specific, realistic, concrete, and achievable objectives?  ( Is the focus on activities or performance and accomplishment?  ( Are leaders selected first for their competency as opposed to commitment?  ( Are leaders allowed sufficient tenure in their position to achieve strong continuity?  ( Is the number of leadership opportunities appropriately proportional to the number of reasonably active members, say at least 1 to 15?  ( Are the pastor and staff properly focused on major issues and objectives and not details?  ( Is a positive recognition and reward system in place to nurture effective leadership?  ( Are key lay leaders encouraged to focus on mission rather than merely maintenance activities?  ( Are key leaders given the necessary authority to fulfill their responsibilities? 

6. Streamlined Structure and Solid, Participatory Decision-Making

( Does the decision-making process contribute to the development of wise decisions that focus on important priorities?  ( Is the decision-making process participatory in being openly conducted with informal lead-time for discussion?  Is the end product decisions rather than endless discussion?  ( Do leaders properly focus as much on the decision-making process as the decisions themselves?  ( Does the church have the capacity to resolve rather than repress conflict?  (  Is a streamlined organizational structure in place that succeeds in involving people in the church's mission and not just committee meetings?  Is decision-making delegated to the lowest level possible?  ( Do church meetings foster community, i.e., sharing with one another a sense of friendship and fellowship?  (  Do meetings have a stated agenda shared in advance?  

7. Several Competent Programs and Activities  
( Does the church conduct one or two, perhaps three, major programs respected in the community as being solidly competent
 and outstanding services?  ( Is a program evaluation system in place?

    � Robert K. Greenleaf, On Becoming a Servant Leader (San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 1996), p. 70. 


    � John Mallison, Mentoring to Develop Disciples and Leaders (Adelaide, South Australia, Openbook Publishers, 1998), p. 129. 


    � The rebel element in society is a very popular dimension and we avail ourselves of many quotations on the subject of dissent from observers in all walks of life.   


    � I am reminded of the perhaps apocryphal story of planning the design of the ill-fated Titanic.  "We spent two hours deliberating on the carpeting for the First Class cabins and fifteen minutes discussing the ship's lifeboats."  Alexander Carlisle, managing director of the shipyard on conferring with J. Bruce Ismay, owner of the White Star Line, 1911.


    � Kennon L. Callahan, Twelve Keys to an Effective Church (San Francisco, Harper & Row, 1983), p. xvi.


    � Ibid. p. xviii.


    � For detailed guidance on self-evaluation see, among other sources, Harold E. Bauman, "Self Study" section, Chapter 11, "Nature of Long-Range Planning," Congregations and Their Servant Leaders (Scottdale, PA, Mennonite Publishing House, 1982).


    � Callahan, Twelve Keys to an Effective Church, p. xii-xiv.  Callahan lists five additional characteristics, not reported here, of effective churches related to their physical functionality(physical accessibility; community visibility; adequate parking, land, and landscaping; adequate space and facilities; and solid financial resources. 


    � Source unknown.


    � Such acclaimed programs generally serve multiple groups and require leaders skilled in the involved function as well as management.  Further, the function is usually directly related to one of the church's primary mission objectives.
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