From Entity to Concept - Dealing with change as things grow bigger!
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When I married my husband over 34 years ago, I became instant "mom" to his four little children. I always considered them my own as I hated the term stepmother and could never find such a term in the Bible! We went on to have two children of our own, and so I always considered that I have six children, even after the older ones gradually left home as teenagers to live with their birth mother for a time. Now, many years later, I am often asked about my grandchildren. How many do I have? Well, as of this year, I have four grandchildren, two from my son and twins from my daughter - but then of course we have sixteen from my "step" children, plus one adopted....but maybe I should also consider the three "step-step" ones who are/were raised by one of my "step" daughters! Then of course we have to consider that also this year three new babies are being born into the family - to my "step" grandkids (who apparently have opted to wait until AFTER the births to get married!!). It's amazing how difficult it can be just to answer such a simple question about the family!! It's also living proof that the bigger something gets, the more complicated it becomes - bringing with it all kinds of feelings and questions about our responsibilities and how we should handle the complex relationships.
Over the years of course as children grow up and take over their own responsibilities, we have to deal with them making bad choices at times. Sometimes we can discuss things and help guide them, but often we find they just stay away because they already know our beliefs and what our advice will be! It's hard to let them go their own way - and it's hard to know how to deal with it when they end up in a huge, painful mess! Sometimes there's even embarrassment when one brings shame to the family name - and the ever-present question: should we have done something different? As Christians we have prayed and turned to the Bible countless times for guidance and comfort, and done our best to stand firm in our beliefs and lifestyle so that we may be a lighthouse to those who are lost, hoping that they may turn back to Jesus Christ.
Being in the ministry, we have also noticed how churches and ministries over the years seem to go through similar experiences as those of a family. They start off small and very personally involved in the people and cause - the people all working closely together and united in loving, caring relationships under a gifted leader or pastor. As a result, more people are drawn to them and the entity grows, often quickly. It becomes bigger and stronger, accomplishing more and more. It's a period of great excitement, joy and success. The vision grows and often the church or ministry becomes well-known - bringing even more growth. 

But then the original leaders find they no longer have the time or energy to develop the important personal relationships with everyone....responsibilities and decisions have to be delegated. As a result, sometimes poor decisions are made and personality differences occur.......new rules have to be implemented to keep everyone "on track" with the original purpose and concept, and a strategy has to be developed to deal with those people who do not want to comply. As gifted new people get involved they begin to have new ideas and suggestions ..... the leadership has to make more decisions or set up a committee to do so.....plans have to be assessed and costs considered.....after all, the good name of the ministry is now at stake! 
Suddenly it all feels different! The entity has taken on a life of its own. It is undoubtedly successful but somehow it has become impersonal - relationships are not what they used to be....the caring, forgiveness, encouragement that were a palpable presence each day are somehow overshadowed by the need to be cost-effective and comply with clearly-defined protocol. It's not fun any more and it's not so fulfilling. It's time for change!
But if changes are made, it won't be the same!!! What will happen to this wonderful church/ministry?

Once again we should ask ourselves, "What would Jesus do?" - or better yet, "What DID Jesus do?"
The story that immediately comes to mind in the Gospels is that of Jesus sending out first the twelve disciples and then the seventy, found in Luke chapters 9 and 10.
This happened some time well on in Jesus earthly ministry (Luke 9:51 says "As the time approached for him to be taken up to heaven, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem", and soon after this he sent out the seventy Luke 10:1), but the 12 disciples had still only had at best, 2-3 years of teaching, and the other 70 disciples would have had even less. Just by reading these two chapters alone, we see that at this point in Jesus' ministry, he was attracting huge crowds of thousands of people, and even King Herod had learned about him. Jesus' ministry had reached that same point of growth and success - even when he tried to take the 12 disciples aside after they returned from their mission with exciting reports, a huge crowd of 5,000 followed them and he ended up preaching and healing many! One man alone (even Jesus himself) could not have the time and energy to continue the ministry as before. It was time for a change - so what did Jesus do?
He did not focus on building up the ENTITY of his ministry, instead he went back to the basic CONCEPT. He sent out the twelve disciples with whom he had spent every day for many months, teaching, encouraging and training in the way of the Lord. We can read his detailed instructions in Matthew chapter 10 as he released them to "go and do their thing" - or in other words, to "put the concept into action". He trusted them, fully aware of their weaknesses and doubts, and (in a sense) risking his reputation with them! He could do that because HIS faith and trust were in God and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

In Luke 9:49-50, we read that after their return, John tried to stop a man who was casting out demons in Jesus' name because he was not one of Jesus' immediate followers. But Jesus reproved John, telling him not to stop those who are "for us and not against us". Jesus wanted the focus to stay on the concept, not the entity - on preaching the Gospel instead of building up the institution. 
Then later, he sent out the other seventy, this time two by two. We have no idea how long these seventy had traveled with Jesus and sat under his teaching, but they could not have been able to receive as much as the twelve disciples. In Luke 10:1-16 we read his instructions to them. Then v.17-23 tell us about their return. They returned excited that it worked! As they preached the Gospel following Jesus' example, God had "confirmed the word with signs following" as in Mark 16:20.
It does not say that Jesus listened to detailed reports from each pair, advising them as necessary - he probably did not have the time! He knew and trusted that the Holy Spirit would continue to guide them. Instead he gently reminded them not to rejoice in the power that they now had, but instead to rejoice that they were saved and had a place in heaven.
But in Luke 10:21 we read that Jesus was indeed filled with joy and praised God because these simple men had accepted the Gospel and faithfully put it into action, helping to accomplish God's plan! The "concept" was working!!!

So how can we apply this principle to our own ministry or church experience?
First we have to remind ourselves that it is all GOD'S ministry - as it grows, new people are added who bring new talents and ideas, and as people grow in knowledge and faith they must be released to take the concept on into new areas. It is not about maintaining control over everything, but rather trusting God and the Holy Spirit to guide each person to apply the concept in different ways. As Jesus said in Luke 10:2 "The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into his harvest field."
So change is inevitable, and churches and ministries will always be changing. Not only pastors and leaders must accept this and make difficult decisions, but also as "workers" we must all face such times, when one season ends so that a new one can begin. Maybe we have taught a Sunday School class successfully for years but are confronting some changes in our life - it's hard to let go! Perhaps a new baby or an elderly sick parent makes more demands on our time, making it necessary to pull back from the volunteer work we so love...... If we can realize that the "entity" may be changing, but the "concept" remains the same, we can trust that God is not going to cast us aside regarding ministry. Instead maybe He wants to develop some new talents in us and has a new path for us to walk and serve Him! 

I want to end with a practical illustration that I came to recognize over the past year. It concerns the great concept of making "Little Dresses for Africa" out of pillow cases. It started as an answer to prayer given to Rachel O'Neill some years ago, after she returned from a trip to Africa with a desire to help little girls there. She developed the simple dress pattern, others got involved, the idea caught on, and so she started the ministry (www.littledressesforafrica.org). Dresses and funds came in from across the country enabling many thousands of little dresses to be sent to bless little girls all over Africa. I saw it on a newscast, contacted Rachel, and as a result many boxes of dresses were sent to our ministry partners in Africa, particularly to our orphanage in Togo. A problem was then encountered when a shipment of dresses was charged hundreds of dollars in customs duty, which soured the relationship as it could not be paid. 

But I also saw the opportunity to visit a local retirement home and work with the ladies to make the simple dresses, which we planned to send to the orphanage, although the package was delayed 6 months due to lack of funds for shipping. The work at the retirement home continued for a year and also inspired women at a local church to make over 50 dresses, which were included in Operation Christmas Child shoeboxes - which, as it happened, ended up being sent to Togo as well! Finally, because of increased shipping expenses, it became obvious that it was not worth making the dresses to send any more as funds could be better used for food in the orphanage.

However, after a visit from our ministry partner in Togo, we learned that the ability to sew and make dresses there is rare. A future project to help the children in the orphanage there is to buy a treadle sewing machine and enlist the help of a seamstress to teach this to the girls. It is not hard to imagine that in the future, it might be possible to use lengths of local fabric and a slightly revised pattern, so that the "little dresses" can easily be made at the orphanage and distributed, or even sold to acquire income to help sustain the orphanage! Thus the initial concept has been adapted in several ways to continue to bring blessing to little girls in Africa!  
