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Rodney Hill

An evaluation of a
complexities approach to
consultancy and the
management of change
with Methodist churches
and circuits

In this paper, | seek to draw out the experiences that have led to my
increasing use of a complexities approach in consultancy as a Mission Enabler
in the Methodist Church. Some of this will be by way of personal experience
and reflection and some by reflection on academic literature, especially that
studied recently as part of an MA course in Consultancy for Mission and
Ministry’ at York St. John University.

1. The early influences on my approach

All of my initial academic training, through my first degree in Chemistry, initial
ministerial formation at Wesley College, Bristol, and training with
ADMINISTRY, Luton Industrial College and others had taught me to think
logically and to solve problems in a particular way - using a very linear form
of logic.

Training in pastoral studies, preaching etc., were seen as every bit as logical
and linear as the science that | had been taught and was teaching for the first
six years of my working life. Yet, all of that time, | was conscious that many of
the great scientific discoveries' came about by people who were able to think
outside that box.

After five years of circuit ministry | began to realise that the church is a
community of people who don’t usually think and work in that linear way.
Relationships are much more complex than that. The work of Charles Handy
(Handy, The Age of Unreason, 1989) (Handy, The Empty Raincoat, 1994)

' Such as Alexander Fleming’s serendipitous discovery of penicillin and
Einstein’s theories of relativity



helped me to recognise that there were other, less linear forms of thinking
that were being used in the philosophical treatment of business organisations,
(Handy thinks much more in terms of network than hierarchy) but it wasn’t
really for another ten years that these more networked ways of thinking
began to coalesce for me in terms of the way in which | facilitate change
within Churches and circuits.

2. More recent experiences

a. Experiences as Superintendent Minister and District Property Secretary
in Sheffield

In 2002 | began to work in a new role, as Superintendent of a Methodist
circuit in Sheffield. As part of my working into the role, | read a number of
files left by predecessors that included, amongst many other things, various
reports on churches and the circuit, by external consultants. All of them set
SMART targets, but over a period of some twenty years, they were setting
very similar targets. | began to wonder why it was that these very good
reports, prepared by a variety of different consultants had still not resulted in
significant change.

The circuit leadership team recognised that change needed to happen but
could not find a way to energise the people in the churches of the circuit
actually to move from a basic pattern that was about maintaining the status
quo. It appeared unlikely that the approach of a SWOT analysis or setting
SMART targets was likely to work and we therefore embarked on a different
approach, an approach that was built around giving space for churches to tell
their story - of where God had been at work and was at work, and to dream
dreams for the future.

Yet the church nationally continued throughout the last decade of the
twentieth century and into the twenty first century to produce models that
were based on a linear, management model of change, such as Pilgrims Way’
2Know and grow’®, ‘Building Confidence’ and lan Johnson’s ‘Shaping the
future”® All of these set out a very linear path to follow, although Johnson’s
approach is more about process than pathway.

b. Doubts about the approaches that | had grown up with.

All of this experience, over some twenty years of circuit ministry, had led me
to the point of recognising that approaches to change and development in
the life of Church or Circuit did not seem likely to happen by using

2 (The Methodist Church Resourcing Mission Office,Pilgrims Way,
2001

® (The Methodist Church Communication Office, Know and Grow - a
6 week programme to help your Church, 2004)

4 (The Methodist Church Resourcing Mission Office, Building
confidence, 2006)

° (Johnson, Shaping the future, 2004)
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conventional business or strategic approaches to change. Indeed, with the
exception of certain very specific projects within the life of a Church (such as
a building project, employment of a new member of staff etc.) my conclusion
was, and is, that such approaches do not and cannot work in churches for at
least two reasons.

They are founded on an organisational model that is essentially linear and
hierarchical, whereas churches are better seen as voluntary associations of
people.

They are founded on an approach that is based on finding out ‘The facts’ and
pursuing them to a logical conclusion; but people in churches don’t behave
first and foremost in ways that are based on logic of that sort, but on emotion,
feeling and spiritual or other experience.

My reading in Science and Religion, (authors such as Polkinghorne and
Peacock® of earlier generations; and Poole and McGrath” more recently;) and
in the popular philosophy of science, (Hawking and Gribbin etc.®) had also led
to a deep questioning of linear approaches, at a time when there was
increasing recognition in the sciences of an approach that was much less
linear than the old Newtonian ways of thinking, with the emergence of chaos
theories, the science of surprises.9

So it was, with all of these doubts and questions about conventional wisdom
in terms of church development and change, that in 2008, | started to study at
York St. John University for an MA in consultancy for mission and ministry, in
the hope that it would better equip me for my new role as Development
enabler for the Liverpool district.

3. Consultancy for Mission and Ministry and | explore how that academic
work,

a. Reading in missiology

The Anglican report ‘Breaking New Ground’™ led me into deeper thinking
about missiology. | began to recognise that mission was about much more
than Church Growth, that it was about God’s mission, not the mission of the
church and my Zambian experience of 20 years previously helped me to
recognise the value of mission being God’s work through the local people
(see also Donovan, 1978).)

Reading Robert Warren’s Healthy Church Handbook" and the ground-
breaking ‘Mission shaped Church’ reportm, together with much of Martyn

© (Polkinghorne, One World, 1986), (Peacocke, Science and the
Christian experiment, 1971)

(Poole, A guide to science and belief, 1990), (McGrath, Science and
rekligion, 1999)
8 (Hawking, A brief history of time, 1988), (Gribbin, Almost
efveryone’s guide to science, 1998)
° (fractal foundation, what is chaos theory, 2011)
© (Church of England, Breaking new ground, 1994)
" (Warren, the Helthy Churches’ Handbook, 2004)
2 (Church of England Mission and Public Affairs Council,
Mission Shaped Church, 2004)



Atkins’ writing, helped me to see mission through people as central to my
thinking, rather than growth through process. David Bosch’s magnum opus
on missiology"™ shows how, throughout history there have been significant
shifts in the paradigm of mission and | am beginning to feel that we may be in
the midst of another such paradigm shift in British approaches to mission in
the early part of the twenty first century, with Fresh Expressions of Church
becoming ever more significant in my work. For me Bosch’s most revealing
insights are the recognition that mission is always shaped by its context and
the challenge to protestant understandings of mission:

“with respect to their overly pragmatic mission structures, their tendency to
portray mission almost exclusively in verbalist categories, and the absence of
missionary spirituality in their churches, which often drastically impoverishes
all their commendable efforts in the area of social justice.” (p. 212)

b. Learning from the new sciences and management

Writers exploring the developments in the social sciences of the more recent
non-linear or non-Newtonian ways of thinking in science, such as Mitchell
Waldrop14 helped me to recognise the changing ways of thinking in the
scientific world, which were based more on Einstein than on Newton; theories
that were much less linear. In turn, writers such as Meg Wheatley and Joshua
Cooper Ramo '® in the social sciences began to pick up this thinking in terms
of leadership and organisational change.

One particular image from this thinking that has helped me to see how
changes, such as church closure, occur is the sand pile. We are all familiar
with the idea that sand can seemingly continue to be added to a pile until, at
some point that we cannot predict, just one little bit more sand causes the
whole pile to collapse - self-organised criticality! In the context of church it
illustrates how just one small event can cause the whole thing to change and
collapse. The issue then is what to do with the sand. Do you rebuild the pile,
or take it elsewhere to build a different pile? (Bak, 1996)

Patricia Shaw, Ralph Stacey and others pick up this complexity or ‘edge of
chaos’ kind of approach in looking at changing organisations. Shaw is
particularly insightful in her reflections on ‘water cooler conversations’. It is
here, in these informal conversations, she suggests, that mind-sets are
changed and not in the formal meetings of an organisations.

® BoschTransforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology

of Mission (1991)

“ Waldrop, M. Mitchell. Complexity: the emerging science at the edge of order and chaos.

New York: Touchstone, 1992.

Wheatley, Margaret. Leadership and the new science 3rd edition. San Francisco: Berret-Koehler
Pulishers inc, 2006.; Ramo, Joshua Cooper. The age of the unthinkable. London: Little, Brown,
2009.



Complexity theory suggests that organisations and markets and
ecologies and communities are:

Organic:
They have more in common with ecosystems, with evolving organisms than
with machines; they are not in general predictable or controllable.

Self-organising and comprised of temporary patterns of relationships:
They often display patterns of relationships (such as ways of working in
organisations or buying patterns in markets) which can be relatively stable
but still display some variation and fluctuation and may indeed evolve,
eventually, into new patterns.

Contingent on history and context:
The future depends on the detail of what happens, does not smoothly follow
from the past.

Affected by multiple causes:

In general there are no simple cause-and-effect chains; outcomes are
influenced by several factors acting together, together with the effects of
chance, history and the wider environment.

Co-evolutionary:
Organisations are shaped by their environments and vice versa; there is
interaction and reflexive change between scales, between actors.

Episodic, non-linear change:
Sometimes current patterns are resilient but flexible, sometimes locked-in
and rigid, sometimes change can be fast and radical.

Emergent:
Change can lead to the emergence of features qualitatively different from
the past.

Jean Boulton, Claremont Management Consultants Ltd (Boulton)

Complexity theory looks at the world in ways which break with simple cause-
and-effect models, linear predictability, and a dissection approach to
understanding phenomena, replacing them with organic, non-linear and
holistic approaches in which relations within interconnected networks are the
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