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Most of you
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have seen the top half of my Organizational Life Cycle diagram (see above). The Life
just that, an organization’s life from birth to death, and the various stages of life in
my Listening Sessions, I asked participants to describe where they see their own
in that diagram, and I then followed up with the question as to where they see the

I have not used the bottom half of this diagram. It describes the various stages needed for an
organization to move from the Red side of the Life Cycle (wherever that might be) back over to the
Green side with a New Beginning. It describes what is not readily seen, it includes the stages and steps
an organization needs to journey through in order to move back to a place of new life and vibrant
growth. I’ll explain further below. Let’s stay with the top half for now.
There are two ways of looking at the Life Cycle:
1. One way of looking at the Life Cycle of an organization like a congregation and Presbytery is its
actual life. For instance, I have worked with churches that lived from birth to closing in 25 years.
There are other congregations that are over 300 years old and they may be around for another
100 years or they may die 10 years from now.
2. The other way of using the Life Cycle diagram is to look at the congregation’s or Presbytery’s
vitality. What we know about organizational change in today’s world is that in order for that
organization to thrive, it needs to recreate itself every 5 to 10 years. If that organization does not
stay focused on living out in fresh new ways its mission and vision about every 7 years (with a
fresh new “adventure” with new goals and plans that project out from 5 to 7-years), that
organization is likely to show signs of decline that can be played out for years and years.
Based on sheer numbers, in 2000 the Presbytery had 11,856 members and currently has 6,107. So the
Presbytery is aging and in decline.
But in terms of vibrancy, in my listening, the question that I asked about everywhere was “where do you
see the Presbytery in terms of vitality?” Everyone identified the Presbytery on the Red downward side of
the Life Cycle and nearly all placed the Presbytery somewhere between Competing Values and
Polarization.
So it begs the question, how does an organization like the Presbytery move from the Red downward side
to the Green upward side with a new beginning, a fresh vision, smart goals, and focused energy?
That’s where the bottom half of the diagram comes. The steps and stages described in the diagram show
that that in this situation, the Presbytery needs to move to a place of “Letting Go, to “Letting Come” to a
“New Beginning”. The underside is that which needs attention, clarity, and transparency. This is the
hard work of seeing and surrendering personal agendas and choosing to work together towards the
future with a fresh pair of eyes. It’s the work of Adaptive Change.
Perhaps a way of looking at this is to see the Presbytery as an iceberg; some of which is seen above the
water’s surface and then there are the things going on below the water’s surface that we cannot see
without bringing light onto it.
A significant amount of my time and energy has been devoted to addressing the needs of the Presbytery
on the top half and Red declining side of the Life Cycle addressing the “systems” attachments to decline
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while also creating space for hopeful thinking and discussions about what change in the Presbytery can
look like if the Presbytery were to journey to the Green side.
What follows are my observations of the Presbytery (pastors, congregations, and committees). These are
my perceptions of what is true for me. That does not make it true nor necessarily true for you.
My goal is to mirror back your words and actions and raise consciousness of where you said you were
on the Red side of the Life Cycle. What I heard you say loud and clear was that you - the Presbytery
(pastors, congregations, and Committees) - need to leave behind in order to make it over to the Green
upward side of the Life Cycle.
Though I will address the dynamics of the Red side of decline, it is not to say that the Presbytery shows
no signs of life and vitality on the Green side of the diagram. In fact, the opposite is true.
As you have seen in my work with you, a lot of my time has also been focused on inviting you to
articulate all of the Yea Gods and Bright Spots – both within your congregations and in the Presbytery.
For instance, the idea of creating the “Narrative Budget” was to tell the good stories of God at work in
the Presbytery’s Council, Committees, and Task Forces.
I also want to say that there is a ton about the Presbytery that I don’t know and can’t know. My
observations are limited to my time and experience with you. Your PNC, Leadership Council, and
Personnel Committee asked me to name “reality as I see it”. If I offend you, I ask for forgiveness. What
follows is not meant to be critical, but rather, a beginning step to name perhaps “what is” and “what
needs to be done” so to complete the journey from the Red side to the Green side, from “here to There”.
In fact, all of the next steps laid out in the Big Picture portion of the document sent out by Leadership
Council correspond directly with the Green steps in the Life Cycle, with the beginning steps of the
journey taking place at our upcoming meeting of the Presbytery on Tuesday May 15. Achieving these 8
steps are to be the agenda and sequence for the next 12 months:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Discovering its compelling Purpose/Mission
Clarified and Owned Vision
A 5- to 7-year ministry Strategic Plan
SMART Goals and Objectives
Completion of Adjustments to the Structure, Staffing model, and Resourcing the Vision
and Goals
6. Unified Ownership
7. Shared and agreed upon Values
8. Focused energy – “this is what Presbytery of Des Moines will be about from here on out”
So let’s jump in. You are ready for this. Here are my observations in relationship with each of the stages
of decline. I include a challenge with each. Many of the challenges include thoughts and some quotes
from Gil Rendle and TMF Stewarding Potential. I hope the questions can provide a provocative
inquisitiveness about what it can look like to leave behind these areas of decline on the Red side so to
complete the journey to a fresh New Beginning on the Green side.
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Coming Full Circle, A Path to Living into a New Life Cycle
1. Preoccupied with Preservation and Internal Needs:
a. When I arrived, it was my observation that there was a very large amount of anxiety in the
system regarding “how do we get along and how can we work together?” It is my
observation that in almost all areas of the Presbytery, such anxiety has diminished
significantly, and I see you are adjusting your focus more towards “where is God calling us?”
b. I observe a lot of energy and focus is on survival or scarcity (congregational and institutional
as the Presbytery) verses a mindset focused on mission and disciple making, justice and
redemption. It’s my observation that some of what happens in Presbytery meetings and in
committee work is focused more on matters and concerns about internal needs, and a lot of
time and attention is devoted to internal problem solving over against identifying the work of
God outside and around you, and your role of raising up leaders and mobilizing
congregational renewal and outreach.
c. Strong attachments to buildings. This doesn’t have to be a bad thing. Church buildings are
your asset, the means by which you can reach out to your neighbors and serve your
communities as well as worship and fellowship together. But if attachments to facilities get
in the way of serving your neighborhoods and communities, if the focus is on the church and
not God’s activity in God’s kingdom around you - decline and death are certain.
d. It seems to me in some places, I have become the focus of attention. I’m deeply saddened by
this. This is very unfortunate. Whatever and wherever I have contributed to this, I apologize.
e. In my listening and work with congregations, survival comes up a lot. I admire and
appreciate the loyalty that is given to those in the congregations that served the church for
decades.
My challenge to you:
It takes Courage Leadership to choose to be more afraid of not being able to move the
Presbytery and its congregations toward its missional purpose of changing people’s lives
and transforming their communities, than to be afraid of our own anxiety and loss of
familiar comfort as we face change.
Questions for reflection:
● What are the compelling reasons (of congregations and Presbytery) to change the focus
from internal to external?
● What would be the rewards?
● If kingdom impact and Disciple-making was an even greater focus as congregations and
as a Presbytery; what would you stop doing, and what would start doing differently?
● What step of Courageous Leadership is calling you to?
● What biblical stories come to mind that can inspire our congregations and Presbytery
to further let go of a preoccupation on preservation and internal needs?
2. Nostalgia:
a. It is my observation that there is a ton of this, but it is not spoken nearly as much. My
observation is the sense of the grief and loss of former “glory days” is even stronger.
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My challenge to you:
It will take Courageous Leadership to discern and choose to follow where Jesus is leading
you in his kingdom. In the next 12 months, you get to decide where your focus is going to
be.
Questions for reflection:
● Answering the question: Where You Are Going? is more important than “where have
you been?” What might that look like?
● What biblical stories come to mind that can inspire our congregations and Presbytery
to let go of the past and live courageously into the future?
3. Denial:
a. I see a lot of denial, but again, I experience it more as loss, grief, and defeat. Nonetheless, I
am not hearing nearly as much hopelessness than when I began.
My challenge to you:
Our current reality in America is we cannot recover the days of the 50s and 60s when the
church was at the heart of the culture and was a trusted institution. We cannot avoid the
internal pain and suffering of this loss. But…
Questions for reflection:
● What are ways that leaders can practice Courageous Leadership by focusing attention
and resources in your congregations and Presbytery on those who are most aligned with
the calling of disciple making, of those reaching the unchurched, of those practicing
mercy and justice, of those serving the poor and needy… beyond the needs of their
own”?
● What can Courageous Leaders do to help our churches and Presbytery give ourselves
away in order to find our lives in return?
● What biblical stories come to mind that can inspire our congregations and Presbytery
to let go of denial in order to embrace God’s preferred future for you?
4. Competing Values:
a. First off, some of the core values of the Presbytery that I have observed are for
compassionate service, justice, and mercy for people who are poor and hurting. Your
compassion and commitment are breath taking.
b. Our behaviors indicate what we value.
c. My experience of the Presbytery is of a culture that is prevalent with the competition of
values. My deepest concern for the current health and future wellbeing of the Presbytery and
its congregations is that culture eats strategy for lunch every time.
d. When values compete, and especially if there are dynamics of power, the body ends with
winners and losers; and relationships suffer and are torn apart. I have observed way too much
of this. But I also have to say, I have observed tremendous gains that you have made in
working towards building a collaborative culture.
e. It’s my opinion that the values and culture that got the Presbytery to this place are not the
values and culture to help the Presbytery get from “here to there”.
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My challenge to you:
It will take Courageous Leadership to practice this in the culture of Iowa nice and in our
propensity to look away so not to create waves. But silence can leave the body vulnerable to
the creation of special interest groups built around a certain preferred set of values verses a
set of values focused on the mutual conviction of God’s purposes and design for the
Presbytery. Healthy debate about values is needed. The Presbytery has the opportunity to
develop its preferred values that will need to be aligned with its mission and vision. In the
next 12 months, you get to choose.
Questions for reflection:
● What culture is God seeking to build in you?
● What set of values will be needed to fulfill the Presbytery’s mission and vision and be
needed through key strategies such as leadership development, church health and
revitalization, church multiplication, and disciple-making in God’s kingdom?
• How can the Presbytery lift each other up to be accountable about upholding these
values?
• What biblical stories come to mind that can inspire our congregations and Presbytery
to further let go of competing values?
5. Disjoined Infra-structure:
a. It is my observation, the lack of clarity and agreement in the current structure is the place
where the greatest tensions in the Presbytery lie. It is my opinion that in the natural void (an
unfreezing of the system) that takes place when a leader transitions out, it creates immediate
anxiety of uncertainty and it can lead some folks to try to make things better by correcting
perceived deficiencies in the system.
b. It is my opinion that the greatest temptation in times of transition is to attempt to make
technical structural changes to solve adaptive challenges. It is my perception that this
dynamic was in play before my predecessor retired and has been in play when I began.
c.

Some of the areas of confusion, anxiety, and tensions include confusion of roles,
relationships, reporting, accountability, and authority in some of the bodies of the Presbytery.

d.

Further demonstrations of the organizational confusion and anxiety in the system were
numerous resolutions for the Leadership Council to resign because of a perception by some
in the Presbytery that other people might be better suited for the job on Council than those
elected by the Presbytery. Those resolutions failed but broke trust in the process.

e.

In an effort to be as responsive as possible, Leadership Council decided to widen the circle
and invite six committee chairs to join them at the table and named it a Coordinating
Council. But this action carried with it other questions such as: did the Council over step its
bounds by making such a structural adjustment without consultation or approval by the
Presbytery?

f. It is my opinion that because of these organizational places of confusion, anxiety, and
tensions, some of the early gains in trust building began to break down and relationships
suffered. In addition, because of these dynamics, significant amounts of energy and
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resources were absorbed in these matters, thereby slowing the transitional process from
moving forward.
g. It is my observation that at the core of this organizational confusion is trust. Rebuilding trust
is essential for moving forward and plans for doing so are being discussed. In addition, steps
are being taken to rebuild fractured relationships.
h. It is my belief that however one may see things, these differences of opinion as to what is the
best structure for the Presbytery are best dealt with following the definition of the
Presbytery’s mission, vision, values, and strategic plan. It is an issue of management and in
this case, it is my opinion that organizations work best when vision is driving and
management (in this case – structure) supports and empowers that vision. It is my belief that
one can’t happen without the other but need to be in that order.
My challenge to you:
Courageous Leadership is needed to align and keep the organizational components
connected to its core purpose and direction; while also nurturing the health and
relationship connection one with another. It will take Courageous Leadership to remain
unattached to power dynamics that may seek a structure that favors a particular agenda or
special interest group.
Question for reflection:
● In your opinion, what parts of the Presbytery current structure (Council, Committees,
Task Forces…) do you perceive to be working and/or not working; and could be
improved upon?
6. Unsustainable Programming:
a. I’ve heard that the Presbytery has perhaps struggled for a couple of decades to come to
clarity of its relationship with the three missions. Clearly, there has been a lot of energy
around the relationship and funding of the three missions (CROSS Ministries, Our Sister
Parish, First Arabic) and the Hunger Action Advocate. The nature of the relationship
between the Presbytery and the missions is something that will continue to need further
clarity and be resolved before the 5- to 7-year Strategic Plan is completed. By having the
missions obtain their own 501c3 status puts them in a place where they can self-manage their
ministries in all aspects and they can raise additional funding from sources beyond the
Presbytery.
b. The Iowa Presbytery Gathering has come out with a vision of a shared staffing model. See
this document at the end of this report: “A PROPOSED STAFFING MODEL FOR THE
THREE PRESBYTERIES”. The reason I am bringing this up here is because there is a
concern of the sustainability of the Presbytery’s current staffing model.
The key players at the table have been North Central Iowa, Prospect Hill, and Des Moines
Presbyteries. The other three Presbyteries in Iowa have had a representative or two, but they
have not been significantly engaged as of late.
The impetus for this model is based on the sense of urgency created by dwindling
congregations, membership, and budgets. The question being asked was: “might a better
model be one of sharing staff than each Presbytery staffing itself on its own?”
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Though it may be just a bit premature for the Des Moines Presbytery, nonetheless, it deserves
some attention here because you are going to have to decide how you are going to resource
vision and plan moving forward and staffing costs are the biggest expense for the Presbytery.
The crux of the vision is for one leader serving the pastors and congregations in the three
Presbyteries, a second leader will help the three Presbyteries and congregations focus on
Mission advancement, and a third leader will carry more of the administrative tasks of an
Executive Presbyter.
Right now, the Presbytery is on one track of discerning its vision and eventual staffing model
and at the same time, the Iowa Presbytery gathering is positing their vision. At the moment,
these are parallel tracks that will either come together or remain separate. With a clarified
vision, the Presbytery is going to have to decide, at such time, whether this proposed model
of shared staff is the best model to help you live out your vision; or whether is it best for the
Presbytery to remain independent of North Central and Prospect Hill Presbyteries.
Their vision also talks about sharing other staff. It is important to note, this vision proposal is
not about merging the Presbyteries but thinking creatively about future staffing needs for the
three Presbyteries.
c. As a part of the Visioning process, it will be important for the Presbytery to at least begin a
discussion of possible staffing models at the same time of discussing a potential 5- to 7-year
Strategic Plan later on this fall.
My challenge to you:
“Courageous Leadership allocates resources to its core purpose. In fact, the allocation of
resources is the critical test of courageous leadership.” Courageous Leadership will need to
choose to put its resources there as compared to alleviating pain and solving internal
problems.
Question for reflection:
● I’m even afraid to ask this because it is premature, but none-the-less, reflect a bit about
initial thoughts and questions that come to mind as to what might be some benefits and
draw backs for each of the two staffing models, (the shared model of staff with North
Central Iowa and Prospect Hill or remaining on your own.). Please do not give into the
temptation of politicking or advocating for one or the other. This is not the time for
anyone’s viewpoint to be the “right one”.
7. Polarization
a. It is my perception that there are conflicting values and perhaps polarities at play in the
Presbytery’s system. Some of the dynamics I have perceived are:
Let Go
Let Come
Certain Constituents / Alliances
Together / Connected
Comfort
Adaptive
Fearful
Courageous
Cynical
Hopeful
Control
Trusting
Separate “Silos”
Collaborative
Obstacles
Opportunities
Survival
Imaginative / Adventurous
Scarcity
Generosity
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Preservation “hold on”
Focused from where we‘ve been
“Let Go”

Permission Giving “release”
Focused on where we are going
“Let Come”

b. This is not to say that the things that I am suggesting that the Presbytery needs to let go of are
bad. I am saying that you get to choose where your focus will be in this visioning process in
the next 12 months.
My challenge to you:
Courageous Leadership understands that change and growth entails disturbing the very
organization in its care. People fear change but they fear more what they perceive they are
going to lose. In order to move forward, in the next 12 months, the Presbytery will need
Courageous Leadership to help the Presbytery live into the “aspirational attitudes,
perspectives, and values” that are represented on the right hand “Let Come” side of the
ledger. This journey is not for the faint hearted. You can do this.
Question for reflection:
● What biblical stories come to mind that can inspire our people, congregations, and
Presbytery to further let go of fears and doubts so to dream fresh God sized dreams
once again?
8. Drop Out –
a. I ran into a lot of teaching and ruling elders who told me their stories of when they were
burned out or wiped out by their involvement in or by “the Presbytery”. For many, they still
have unresolved hurts. They became casualties of being thrown under the bus. In my time
with you, I have absorbed a lot of pain and I done a lot of apologizing, and it seems to me
that tensions in the system are diminishing.
b. The Presbytery will have an opportunity to address these hurts and invite the wounded
warriors to a service of confession, reconciliation, and healing. The good news is that some
are expressing to me an openness to reengage if the Presbytery can live into a new culture as
described above in the “Let Come” side.
c. The Presbytery has a number of congregations that are isolated or they feel as such. In
response, the Church Health and Reconciliation Task Forces are working a plan to come
along side of these churches and offer help. Throughout my time with you, I have invested a
great amount of time to serving congregations in need and so has your Stated Clerk Dave
Hamilton.
d. Fact, many of the congregations in the Presbytery are dying. But it is my conviction that
every church and the Presbytery itself can thrive as a spiritual community even in a state of
decline. I believe that even if death is inevitable for congregations or the Presbytery, you can
die strong. I believe all congregations and the Presbytery can be vital and love God, love
their neighbors, and love each-other even as they are dying.
My challenge to you:
I am not at the same place where I perceive most of the Presbytery to be. I do not buy into
the belief that the Presbytery of Des Moines cannot turn around and begin adding new
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members through efforts of resourcing church revitalization, new mission, and a new
church development strategy. It’s happening in Presbyteries across PC(USA).
Think about the growth for this Presbytery just by adding one new congregation - First
Arabic, a church that has twice as many kids as some churches in the Presbytery have
members. I know it can be done because I was a part of one such endeavor that had been in
decline for three decades and began to grow once again. It will require Courageous
Leadership! It’s your choice. You can do this and I know God believes in you!
Questions for reflection:
● What can/will be the rewards of faithfully living into a New Beginning for the
Presbytery and its congregations?
● What biblical stories come to mind that can inspire our people, congregations, and
Presbytery to further let go of losses and wounds so to dare to dream dreams again?
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EXPLORING THE PART OF THE LIFE CYCLE BELOW THE SURFACE:
As I noted above, a way of looking at this diagram is to imagine that the Presbytery is like an iceberg.
There is that which is above the surface – things discussed above on the Green and Red sides that we all
can see (like a “clash of values” or “focused energy”) And then there is the part that is below the surface
representing more internal transformation (like “surrender” or “seeing with fresh eyes”).
I contend that in order to come full circle, from the Red side of decline to the Green side of New
Beginnings involves its own life cycle as portrayed in the lower half of the diagram above. This way of
looking at the organizational life cycle as “coming to full circle” is prompted by three books in
particular, Theory U, Immunity to Change, and Leading Change.
In my Listening Sessions and in Presbytery meetings, you have seen me draw a straight arrow from
where ever people identified where they perceived the Presbytery to be on the Red side of the Life Cycle
straight over to the Green side of New Beginnings. And to get there, you heard me point out that there
are Three Phases of Transition, namely:
The Three Phases of Transition:
Letting Go, Neutral Zone, and then New Beginnings. Helping the organization navigate through these
three phases is the work of an interim.
Letting Go:
You have heard me say and you have just read my observations above that state that I see the Presbytery
as a system still very much struggling with the Letting Go. Of course you are. It’s normal.
It is incredibly difficult for organizations and institutions that thrive on providing stability and comfort
like churches and Presbyteries are in the business of doing, to come to the place of letting go so to
embrace change that they feel forced to accept due to their circumstances and will resist until they come
to believe that they are compelled to let go so to embrace the change. For congregations and
Presbyteries, adapting to such changes naturally creates anxiety in the system.
Neutral Zone and Letting Come:
Based on the books, I am adopting the language of “Letting Come” as compared to the Neutral Zone as
the middle phase of transition because it carries for me the sense of the work of the Spirit in us; that
when we when we are willing to let go of something very precious to us, at that moment, we open
ourselves up to receive something even more precious. Jesus said “For whoever wants to save their life
will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the gospel will save it.” Mark 8:35
Even though there is more letting go to be done (and I don’t think we ever arrive at truly emptying
ourselves with our attachments in our congregations and in the Presbytery), I can say that over time, I
am seeing more and more ease and readiness to let a new vision come to you by the Spirit.
Upon my arrival you were very anxious. Getting to the place of letting come takes time and distance.
That is part of the interim transitional process and it is usually the part of the three phases of transition
that feels most foreign and counter-intuitive. It is my observation that you have been struggling with this
for about a year. Most often, the path people to take in order to try to relieve their anxiety in this phase is
to try to push things along verses breathing in and letting the Spirit lead and bring the vision to you.
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New Beginning:
It is The Goal. You are on your way and getting here is the Agenda for the Presbytery for the next 12
months. I pray it can be an adventure. We’ll see where God leads.
Completing the 8 stages of coming full cycle:
I have not had the time or the expertise to give a description of each of these 8 developmental stages in
this diagram.
Again, I describe these stages as below the surface because they are things that are not readily apparent
to us because these things happen internally within us when God is at work transforming us into the
likeness of Jesus.
And so, in the next 12 months, as we work together to flesh out the Big Picture Plan as presented by
Leadership Council) starting with defining the Presbytery’s core mission and journeying all the way to
conclude by determining how you are going to resource your mission and vision; at the same time, God
is going to be do something within you to mold you and shape you as you listen and prayerfully discern
together where God is leading. I’m a facilitator, and coach. This is your journey and the Spirit is your
guide.
To complete the journey, together you will need to:
● Suspend judgment of others and monitor indications of our own critical spirit that God may
be calling us to shed.
● Surrender our own agenda’s for God’s agenda, releasing past patterns of thinking or acting
that can get in the way of the Spirit’s collective work within us.
● See with fresh eyes where the Spirit is leading.
● Redirect our Focus by reframing “our reality” to “God’s reality”.
These are the things of Letting Go that we will have to work on.
But, also, there will be some things that you will have let come and act upon:
● Intentionality – growth and change doesn’t happen without intentionality. Intentionality is
knowing that there is going to be a cost but choosing to go there anyway.
● Enacting – choosing to see and act as a whole and not as representatives of a certain
constituency or special interest, staying connected to one another and committed to work
together.
● Embodying – taking on and exercising the fruit of the spirit one with another that will sustain
us in this journey.
● Performing – choosing to do more than talk, to walk the walk, to get in the arena. Don’t
yield to the temptation to sit back and watch, but ask what God requires of you?
You can do this. The Spirit is alive and at work within you and is already out ahead of you. Follow the
lead of Jesus and live into the New Beginning he has prepared for you!
This concludes my report on Completing the Life Cycle.
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MY OBSERVATIONS OF OTHER CHALENGES I PERCEIVE IN THE
PRESBYTERY SYSTEM:
1. A culture of decline and a mindset of survival and scarcity: Yes, the facts are that every year, the
Presbytery has fewer members and congregations are in decline. But this does not have to be the
destiny of the Presbytery or its congregations. Congregations can be revitalized; New Missions can
emerge out of mission focused congregations, and New Churches can be planted. But even if the
Presbytery and its churches continue in decline, that does not mean that they need to be about
survival and scarcity verses fostering a culture of abundance and generosity.
2. Concerns around finances: “Management of money is a spiritual endeavor,” was a quote by
Stephanie Cornelder. In healthy organizations, the vision is the guide and measuring stick by which
all decisions are to be made regarding allocations of resources. By far and away, the #1 killer of
vision and cause of so many broken relationships in the church are around dynamics of power and
control around money. Being faithful to the vision requires accountability and transparency.
3. Rule keeping and permission giving: I have been in many situations where people are brainstorming about mission and at some point; they eventually turn to me and ask, “will the Presbytery
allow us to do this?” Can the Presbytery foster an even greater culture of permission giving? An
example of this led directly to the organization of First Arabic Presbyterian Church and there are
many more examples. Keep it up!
4. Healing: The call of the gospel calls us to love one another. The need for confession, reconciliation
and amends is very much needed.
5. Disconnect for rural churches.
a. Driving long distances for meetings is a challenge for the rural folks. If they work a day job, they
can’t come and if meetings are held at night, it’s hard to do. Perhaps ZOOM meetings can help.
The technology is there.
b. I often heard the feelings from rural folks speak of a sense of feeling more on the periphery
looking in. Rural folks expressed feelings where they perceived the dominant urban and
suburban culture of the Des Moines churches has marginalized and disrespected them.
c. I often heard in rural contexts the expression of disappointment or even frustration with a sense
that resources flow into Des Moines without coming back in equitable returns. This concern was
expressed especially in regards to grants of $50,000 of Presbytery dollars went meet the needs of
the poor and needy in Des Moines, but no grants were given to help them serve the poor and
needy in their communities. In addition to giving money to Des Moines, they had to raise and
self-fund their ministries and missions in their communities.
6. A level of reactivity and suspicion in the system: This is my observation and my perception. It
seems to me that there can be an atmosphere of suspicion and a level of reactivity that in my 32
years of ministry I have not experienced as I have in the Presbytery and I have observed in the
denominational system as well. Some of this is human dynamics and the nature of relationships. This
is kind of perplexing to me.
BUT, on the other hand, what I have witnessed as well, are more and more people who are willing to
give the benefit of the doubt and suspend jumping to unverified judgments of others motives and
intentions. I have seen – especially in a number of Committees and for instance in a group of folks
living in Des Moines who have been getting together to talk about ways they can partner with one
another. It is very heartening to see. If this new emerging culture can prevail, the days ahead for the
Presbytery are very bright.
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MEETING THE ADAPTIVE CHALLENGES FACING THE PRESBYTERY
One challenge world-wide for all organizations everywhere is the challenge of addressing adaptive
challenges with technical solutions. An example of an adaptive challenge is to lose weight and keep it
off. A technical solution is to diet. But we know for millions of people on diets is that they achieve some
results but most do not experience lasting results. An adaptive solution is to change one’s life-style.
In the church, an adaptive challenge is how to help a congregation make disciples and have significant
kingdom impact? A technical solution is to seek a young pastor with children or start a new program,
thinking people will start coming immediately and stay. That rarely happens. The adaptive solution
revolves around being missionally and outwardly driven coupled with a relentless pursuit of hospitality
and disciple-making.
We have looked at a variety of needs and challenges facing your congregations and the Presbytery in
this report. Many if not most of the challenges are adaptive challenges that require adaptive solutions
that require “deeper change” and “letting go” and “choosing to live into God’s preferable future for them
of “Holy discontent”. Too often, we are tempted to apply technical solutions and hope for the best.
Perhaps the most succinct description of addressing adaptive challenges that require adaptive solutions
comes from my friends and former colleagues Ken Eriks, RCA Director of Congregational Mission and
Wes Granberg-Michaelson, retired RCA General Secretary.
In an interview, now many years ago, Ken stated that “congregations rarely call a pastor to challenge
their community much beyond their comfort zone. Congregants, more often than not, desire their pastors
to provide comfort and protection, to ensure stability and offer assurance, to develop solutions that
require a minimum of disruption, and not to confront them with disturbing questions or difficult
choices”.
“The challenge and risk of exercising leadership,” says Eriks, “is to help the congregation tackle the
adaptive challenge of discerning how they are being called to join God in his missional work and live
into the uncharted waters of transformation that obedience requires”.
“The adaptive work of discerning God’s mission - and then making the changes necessary to participate
in that work creates risk and instability precisely because it involves some level of challenging ‘deeply
held norms’; ‘strongly protected personal preferences’; ‘tightly held treasured traditions’; and ‘prized
personal relationships’”.
“What we have found without exception is that it takes the dedicated partnership of key lay leaders and
pastor together and with the supportive role of the upper governing body to help a congregation
transcend its limitations and lead the congregation from ‘settled to sent.’” says Granberg-Michaelson.
“Said another way” says Eriks, “moving deeper into the mission of Christ is often times ‘messy’ and
usually involves some level of ‘challenging people to the outer reaches of their comfort level’ – ‘but at a
pace they can absorb’”. “It’s not a question of ‘either – or’ but ‘both – and,’” says GranbergMichaelson; “those congregations where such partnership exists is the ‘fertile soil’ where we have seen
congregations have ‘significant kingdom impact’ and experience ‘tremendous spiritual vitality’ and
‘great joy in the journey’”.
Questions of reflection: How did this brief address on adaptive challenges and solutions resonated with
you? What inspired you? What challenged you?
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APPLYING KOTTER’S 8 STEPS TO TRANSFORMING THE PRESBYTERY
John Kotter is one of the world’s most prolific authors on leading transformational change efforts that
last. His research shows that successful transformational change efforts must contain a process of eight
distinct stages. He contends that these stages should be worked through in sequence and skipping steps
to try to accelerate the process always diminishes results.
I share these with you because in the retreat that the Leadership Council held, they stated with great
clarity and conviction that they want to see this visioning process produce deep, lasting, and
transformational results for the Presbytery, its pastors and congregations, and in their communities and
throughout God’s kingdom.
The eight stages are:
1. Establishing a sense of urgency
2. Forming a powerful guiding coalition
3. Creating a vision
4. Communicating the vision
5. Empowering others to act on the vision
6. Planning for and creating short-term wins
7. Consolidating improvements and producing still more change
8. Institutionalizing new approaches
Kotter’s research shows that 50% of all change efforts fail even before they begin, because the
organization failed to establish a compelling sense of urgency needed to embark on that change effort.
I believe this is relevant because the Leadership Council deeply desires that God might transform the
Presbytery from “a culture of discontent” to “a Culture of Holy Discontent.” This is more than an
attitudinal shift but it is that too.
“What is God’s compelling sense of
urgency for the church”? “What will need
to stand above all priorities so that when
congregations gather and Committees and
Presbytery meet, you will all be crystal
clear why you exist and what God has
called you to accomplish”; and might I be
so bold as to suggest that everything else
will fall into place from there.
Question for reflection:
What Scriptures come to mind that speak to
this need for a compelling sense of Holy
Discontent that isn’t satisfied until the world
is transformed by their relationship with
Jesus?
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STAFFING MODEL FOR THE THREE PRESBYTERIES
This document is the summery of proposed vision for a future staffing model for the Presbyteries
of Des Moines, North Central Iowa, and Prospect Hill
Today’s reality:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Presbytery membership is decreasing.
Commitment to per capita support is decreasing, thereby reducing funds available to support
presbytery ministries.
Number of congregations is decreasing.
We do not see a way to maintain the structures we have and meet the needs of our constituents.
Further, we believe that constant transition takes away energy from the mission and ministry to
which we have been called.
Therefore, we believe it is time to take a bold step to embrace changes we perceive need to be
made. How can we set ourselves up in a way that addresses needed changes? How can we be
faithful with our resources? What kind of structures will provide stability to our congregations
and leaders in the coming years?
We need to consider adaptive changes (vs. technical changes) to the way presbytery has been
done.

The Task Force:
For over two years a task force with participants from Des Moines, East Iowa, John Knox, North Central
Iowa and Prospect Hill presbyteries has been meeting. Through conversation and relationship (trust)
building, this group has moved from a staking their places in the sand to considering the possibilities of
sharing ministry. A decision was made in 2017 to let mission drive, leading to a focus on mental health
throughout the state with a series of trainings being offered to all congregations and leaders in 2018. Due
to natural transitions in presbytery leaders, Prospect Hill (which recognized that by not having an
executive type leader and wants one) and North Central Iowa (who will be in seeking new leadership
after June 2019) decided to come together to talk about sharing more than an administrative assistant
and office. Des Moines participants asked to be included in these conversations as they are also in a staff
transition. The task force met for a retreat on January 18-19 to develop an intentional strategic plan for
the next 10 years. Participants from John Knox and East Iowa were also present. What emerged from
these conversations is a vision for sharing and enhancing ministry.
The Vision: We envision a shared Presbyterian witness in Iowa. This body will:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lift up and reflect the mission of Jesus Christ in the world;
Worship and pray together;
Be outward looking and mission focused;
Be characterized by mutual support, respect and encouragement;
Be committed to growth and sharing;
Be committed to good stewardship;
Be administratively effective;
Be creative and willing to take to risks; and
Be permission-giving.

As God continually calls us to new ministries, we hope to create a spirit of invitation to shared ministry,
allowing presbyteries in Iowa to partner together. Acknowledging that there may be anxiety and fear
about change, we give thanks to God for our past ministries while looking forward to a shared future.
May 10, 2018
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What does this mean?
We discussed the culture of each presbytery, what is perceived as non-negotiable (a must have) for each,
as well as what isn’t perceived as working now in each. These conversations will need to continue in
any partnership that is developed.
We want to be clear that we are not proposing a presbytery merger. Each presbytery will continue with
its own structure – although the time may come when merging may become the preferred option. Rather
we are proposing a vision for shared ministry and resources for at least five years with regular
assessment each year to tweak as needed.
We believe that this vision has the possibility of better resourcing and supporting our pastors and
congregations, freeing more money for mission, and being more effective administratively. There are
many details to be worked out, but we invite you to consider the vision.

A Beginning Strategic Plan for Sharing & Enhancing Ministry
A starting place:
Going back to the questions that have propelled these conversations, we asked: How can we set
ourselves up in a way that addresses needed changes? How can we be faithful, good stewards with our
resources? What kind of structures will provide stability to our congregations and leaders in the coming
years?
The conversations over the past two years have revealed multiple complex systems that operate
individually. We worked to find common ground in terms of vision and values. The values that emerge
are a heart for furthering mission, a passion to see congregations and pastors thrive, the need for a clear
administrative leader, and a desire to be good stewards with the resources we have been given. The
vision that we can do more together than we can individually and the desire to find a way to share
ministry in flexible, permission-giving ways while supporting, encouraging and respecting each other
emerged.
From this vision and these values emerged a potential staffing model that would allow us to expand
services and increase opportunities to engage in mission. In addition, our deliberations included the
reality that it can be overwhelming for a single individual working alone in each presbytery (current
model), trying or expected to be all things to all people. We envision a team of people, working closely
together albeit not all in one location/office. Due to the priority of mission, we propose a full time
executive type for mission engagement. Due to the priority of congregational vitality and thriving
leaders, we envision a full time executive type to be a pastor to the presbyteries. Due to the need to have
an effective and efficient way to address administrative needs, including the role of Stated Clerk, we
propose a full time executive type to be the Administrator/Stated Clerk.
By honoring the practices and priorities of each presbytery (particularly around mission), each
presbytery preserves its identity while building opportunities for mission and ministry. Thus, committees
and current ministries remain in place for each presbytery except for a Personnel Committee, which will
become a shared committee. The responsibility of presbytery leadership councils would be focused on
coordinating mission and the committees that do not have a staff resource.
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Staffing Model
Current Staffing:
•
•
•

Des Moines: 1 executive, 1 FT office administrator, Stated Clerk, Financial Services
North Central Iowa: 1 Pastor to presbytery, Shared administrator, Stated Clerk, Financial
services
Prospect Hill: Stated Clerk, Shared administrator, Financial services (pending: ½ transitional EP)

Combined Current/Pending:
•
•
•
•

2.5 executive types
3 PT Stated Clerks
2 administrative professionals
2 contracts for financial services

Proposed Staffing (recommendation: to begin July 1, 2019):
•

•

Three full time Executives
1. Administration Executive: This person will be Head of Staff, serve as Stated Clerk to all
three presbyteries, resource Finance Committees, Nominating Committees, PJCs,
policies, and Presbytery meetings. Co-resource COMs, CPMs, Personnel.
2. Pastor to presbyteries: This person will provide support to pastors and congregations,
and PNCs. The focus is on health and vitality of congregations and leaders so will include
peer cohort development and administration, educational events for congregational
leaders, reference checks. Co-resource to COMs, CPMs, Personnel. Primary resource to
PNCs.
3. Mission Executive: This person will resource mission engagement in the state,
presbyteries and congregations. This includes taking the lead in mission initiatives in
Iowa (such as the mental health initiative, rural issues, environmental issues).
Coordinating mission opportunities (especially for smaller congregations who may not
have enough to do such a trip on their own). Co-resource to Personnel, Resource to
Mission Committees of presbyteries.
Two full time Administrators
1. Administration: Supporting the work of committees, Stated Clerk office, and being point
of contact for calls from congregations. Support for Administration Executive.
2. Program and Communications: This position will be ½ time program support (support
for events and programs from the work of the Pastor to presbyteries and Mission
Executive plus support for them). The other half would be spent on communications that
connect and communicate with the Iowa Presbyterians (websites, minute for mission
pieces, newsletters, etc.). There is potential for this person to also supervise college
interns majoring in communications who are looking for internships.

Other potential
•

Shared Financial Services – we believe that there could be significant savings. There will be a
time of adjustment into a new system (PH and NCI have been doing this this year). PH and NCI
use a CPA near Okoboji who may be less expensive than the person DM is using.
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Future Potential Process: (ROUGH OUTLINE – needs attention to detail once commitment is made)
1. Discuss this within your presbytery. Concept? How important is having an office within the
bounds of the presbytery? What would need to change to make it work for your presbytery?
2. Share feedback with Task Force who will listen and then revise/amend model.
3. Consider revised model. Is your presbytery willing to make a five (7, 10?) year commitment to
participation? By when?
4. Develop a shared budget (Each presbytery would contribute to a staff/office pool but would
continue to fund their own committees and mission). See draft on page 7.
5. Zoom membership would be required so staff can meet regularly and to communicate with
pastors/churches who are further away. Need to budget for this.
6. Develop job descriptions and search processes (One or three search committees? What will
happen with current administrators?). Ask for a minimum of a five-year commitment from staff?
Need to budget for search process including assessment with LeaderWise (to help find a good
team that can work well together).
7. Do we want to pre-determine staff offices or let this unfold?
8. Per Capita Implications:
• Current per capita: DM: $30.39; NCI: $20.26; PH: $24.00
• The suggested goal would be to have the same per capita for all three presbyteries by a date
yet to be determined (We discussed DM would stay the same and NCI and PH would raise to
that amount.).
9. Be open as the years go by to exploring if there a way to share committees so we don’t need
three CPMs, etc.
10. Establish regular assessment processes with an outside consultant.
11. Have a “Shared Body” steering committee to oversee assessment, adjustments, ideas, etc.
Miscellaneous:
A. What about the other presbyteries in Iowa? The Task Force envisions an open, flexible structure
with a variety of “on ramps” – ways/places where people can join this ministry. All
Presbyterians in Iowa will be invited to participate in events. If one of the other presbyteries
finds themselves in a time of transition and wants to join this body, an on-ramp will be
developed.
B. This seems to assume levels of financial support that we currently have for staff – and yet
membership is decreasing, etc. True. But right now, one person in each presbytery cannot be all
things to all people. Having a staff of three executives will hopefully mean that congregations
will have more connection with and perceive solid support from this body. In addition, equity in
per capita apportionments will help to support this.
C. What kind of support will the staff have? The Task Force has discussed seeking a grant to
provide coaching for the executives as a team during at least the first year.
D. Write a shared grant for those who don’t have adequate computers for Zoom meetings.
E. Do one shared presbytery meeting/year???
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ROUGH SHARED PERSONNEL BUDGET
Executive 1:

$70,000 + benefits

Executive 2:

$70,000 + benefits

Executive 3:

$70,000 + benefits

Administrative 1:

$45,000 + benefits

Administrative 2:

$45,000 + benefits

$300,000 + 38% BENEFITS = $414,000

CURRENT PERSONNEL COSTS (salary + benefits)
Des Moines

$199,000 (waiting for confirmation on this)

North Central Iowa

$183,300

Prospect Hill

$75,454

TOTAL PERSONNEL EXPENSES NOW - $457,754

CURRENT OFFICE COSTS
Des Moines

$

North Central Iowa

$6,300

Prospect Hill

$4,400

TOTAL OFFICE COSTS

$
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