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but first, a story  (about poop).

little explicit authority 
authority is confined 
expert music technician 
spiritual leadership

Sue’s (well-earned) assumptions



Congregations are perfectly aligned for non-change.

Even yours.

technical  This is a solution.

Technical Problems

• clear problem and solution 
• understandable 
• addressable by authority/expertise 
• low level of conflict 
• restores order and keeps people happy

identify problem ask good questions

brainstorm solutions
confer with others 
share information

choose solution set direction 
persuade others

implement solution
exercise authority 
cheerlead 
assess results

Technical Leadership Skills

A problem is not technical when...

... there’s resistance and you don’t   
understand why. 

... people behave as though the world is 
going to end. 

... you feel incompetent. 

... the same problem keeps reappearing 
over and over again. 

Adaptive Challenges

•  identifying and understanding 
“problem” requires learning 

•  solutions are unclear 

•  demand responses outside our 
repertoire 

•  generate loss and conflict 

•  problem and solution lies with 
stakeholders



Diagnosis is critical

Technical or Adaptive?
Technical Problem Adaptive Challenge

clearly understood problem 
and solution

understanding problem and 
solution requires learning

authority figure restores 
order, provides direction, 
protects group

authority moves group through 
sustained period of disequilibrium 
at a pace the group can stand

group expects authority to 
be source of leadership, and 
she can be

group expects authority to be 
source of leadership, but 
leadership must be shared

Adaptive Challenges

•  identifying and understanding “problem” requires learning 
•  solutions are unclear 
•  demand responses outside our repertoire 
•  generate loss and conflict 
•  problem and solution lies with stakeholders

Spiritual Challenges of Leadership

“Leadership is the art of hiding your panic from others.”  
~ Rabbi Edwin Friedman

“Leadership is about disappointing people at a pace they 
can tolerate.”                                        ~ Alexander Grashow Balcony space



Identify the Elephant

encourage people to talk about what is really going on 
(including yourself)

Holding Environments

• lift up shared values and 
purpose 

• create opportunities for 
learning and exploration 

• ask powerful questions

Powerful Questions

•  generate curiosity 
•  stimulate conversation 
•  are thought-provoking 
•  surface underlying assumptions 
•  invite creativity and possibility 
•  generate energy 
•  channel attention 
•  explores deep meaning 
•  evokes more questions

Why don’t you show up for choir practice on time? 
How can we get people to show up on time? 

Can we write a behavioral covenant about coming on time? 
What values are you serving by coming when you do?

Productive Disequilibrium

Time

D
isequilibrium

Technical problem

Threshold of change

Limit of tolerance
Productive 

zone of  
disequilibrium

Adaptive response

Heifetz, Grashow & Linsky, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership

The Allure of Quick Fixes

“If we believe that the change we are facing is a problem, 
we will treat it as a problem, and search for solutions.” 

Gil Rendle, Leading Change in the Congregation

“Solutions” tend not to work, because we have limited or no 
control over most of the challenges we face as leaders.



UUMN prep
scheduled July 22, 2013 from 9:00 AM to 3:00 PM

Quick (technical) Fixes

People: 

Programs:  
Policy: 

If only we had more men in the choir! 

We need a children’s choir! 
Do it this way! 

The Happiness Trap

• The purpose of church is NOT to 
make people happy 

• Happiness is measure of status quo 
• Non-change makes most people 

happy most of the time 
• Posture of non-change is unfaithful

Leading in the Wilderness

• mobilize people to make progress on toughest challenges 

• willing to tackle challenges without easy solutions 

• enable the capacity to thrive rather than regress or contract 

• wrestle with values, purpose and process

Leading in the Wilderness

• leaders must learn with the congregation 

• congregation expects leaders to be the source of leadership, 
but leadership must be shared  

• leaders move congregation through sustained period of 
disequilibrium at a pace people can tolerate

conclusion

Source Material

Gil Rendle 
Leading Change in the Congregation: Spiritual and 
Organizational Tools for Leaders (Alban Institute, 1998)

Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow 
The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics 
for Changing your Organization and the World  
(Harvard Business Press, 2009)



Resources

Gil Rendle, Leading Change in Congregations (Alban 
Institute) 

Ronald Heifetz, Alexander Grashow, Marty Linsky, The 
Practice of Adaptive Leadership (Harvard Business 
Press) 

Clara Barton & Mass Bay District programs:  
www.cbd-mbd-uua.org


