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Death by Initiative 

In one of my old universities our school would get regular visits from the 

Vice-Chancellor, with two purposes. First, he would hear what we had to 

say about the challenges and opportunities of education in our field. 

Second, he would tell us about his new initiatives. 

 

The first of these was well intentioned. He would write us a note about it 

afterwards, always with some suggestions about what we should do. One 

of my colleagues would always comment, ironically, ‘Wow – we hadn’t 

thought of that!’ Because, of course, we had. We were a reasonably 

sensible group of people with years of experience in the field, and our 

minds and our discussions amongst ourselves were always occupied with finding ways of doing our jobs 

and running our business school better. We were quite open to finding something useful in the advice we 

were being given – in fact, it would have been politically advantageous to do so. Sadly, the advice was 

always given with the assumption that the boss knows best, and must be the source of ideas. However, at 

least we did not spend too long looking for hidden wisdom in the comments.  

 

The second of the Vice-Chancellor’s offerings was more problematic, because he would not only expect 

us to be impressed by his initiatives, but would want to see some evidence of us adopting them. For 

example, one initiative was that there should be a university-wide depository of research publications, 
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which he said would boost the citation rates for our journal articles. He had understandably stopped 

publishing, being too busy with responding to government initiatives and running a big university. We 

were all actively publishing, and we knew that none of us had ever quoted someone else’s work as a result 

of having found it on such a depository; that is a complete misunderstanding of how academics work. 

However, it was an initiative, and we had to respond to it, and spend time doing the paperwork, clearing 

copyright etc. to place all our work on his depository. It was somehow typical that none of us could ever 

remember whether it was called a depository or a repository, so it was generally referred to as the 

suppository. This is just one example – he averaged about two initiatives a term. 

 

I have been reminded of this several times in recent months when hearing from clergy and lay people in 

several different churches about the sheer number of initiatives they are 

coping with. None of the people who I have heard talking about the weight 

of initiatives hanging over them is lazy, and all are committed to being and 

doing their best. However, they share a sense that they have plenty to do, and would like to get on with 

their Christian living, discipleship, leadership and mission; initiatives often feel like a distraction from 

these, particularly as they so often reflect a lack of understanding of the situation in which those who are 

supposed to respond to the initiative are working. 

 

Initiatives are currently in fashion all over the place, in governments, public and private organizations and 

churches. So, what is causing all these initiatives? Take a business example. Mergers between companies 

are happening all the time. The research on the outcomes of mergers shows that they are usually a bad 

idea; both sets of shareholders lose out as a result of the merger. In business speak, they ‘destroy value’. 

So why do they keep occurring? Mostly because of careers, but also because advisors want to stay in 

business.  

 

When you go for a new job, you are likely to be asked what you 

achieved in your last post. ‘Keeping things going’ or ‘steady but 

unspectacular growth’ might rationally be great answers, but they 

are not the fashionable answers which are likely to get you the job. 

The expected answers are to do with identifiable achievements, 

changes you have made, initiatives you have introduced, mergers 

you have achieved, reorganizations that have been completed. In 

some industries it would be about ‘downsizings you have managed’ 

but that is less popular in churches! This means that initiatives may be motivated by people needing to 

look to the future and make themselves employable in future posts; they may also be passed down from 
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one level of an organization to another, so you end up taking initiatives to make someone else’s record 

look good. In companies, mergers take place because someone wants to be able to put in their curriculum 

vitae that they were the driving force behind the merger, and also because a whole industry of lawyers 

and investment banks earning their living by facilitating mergers. Most of us are not that cynical about 

initiatives in churches, and motives are rather more mixed. As Oscar Wilde said, ‘The truth is never pure 

and rarely simple’. Those who set initiatives going may well believe that they are doing the right thing, but 

they will be encouraged to think this both by their own career interests and by those who will facilitate the 

initiative. We justify things to ourselves. The Vice-Chancellor I mentioned at the beginning probably 

believed that both his advice and his initiatives would make a real contribution. What he did not realize 

was that he was no longer close enough to the ground for either advice or initiatives to make sense, and 

the reason he did not realize this was that he had become stuck in a one-way communication. He was too 

busy, and too aware of his own status, for us to be able to give him accurate feedback or enter a real 

dialogue on either his advice or his initiatives. Perhaps that is the key; initiatives can be a good thing, but 

only if the people who are going to have to roll up their sleeves and implement them have been invited to 

contribute to shaping what is being initiated.  

         Making Initiatives 2-way 
 

As I was writing this, a friend sent me a current advertisement for a ‘Strategic Programme Manager’ within 

the church. For a salary that looks generous by ministerial standards, though very low by consulting 

standards, they want someone with ‘a proven track record of delivering strategic change’, as well as the 

right values and objectives. As people who have thought and learned about organizations, we may feel 

we can predict how this post will go. If they get a good appointment, someone will be sacrificing a lot of 

salary to take this post. Cognitive dissonance means that the appointee will come to believe even more 

strongly in the importance of what they are doing, and will do everything 

in their power to ‘deliver strategic change’ by definite, measurable 

initiatives. The best consulting always happens when the objectives 

change as the project proceeds; as the client understands more, so they review and reformulate their 

objectives. If you deliver exactly what you set out to deliver it will probably be useless, because if the 

objectives have not changed as you go along, it must have been a one-way communication. If the client 

has not changed the objectives they are not involved, and the consulting project or initiative will have no 

value. The person tasked with ‘delivering strategic change’ will face a severe temptation not to want their 

delivery influenced too much by the troops on the ground. Ministers and volunteers will have to respond 

to these initiatives or find themselves sidelined. They will feel as unenthusiastic about those initiatives, and 
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they will be as little helped by them, as we were by the Vice-Chancellor’s 

depository. Money will have been spent which absorbs the time and energy of 

local churches ineffectively.  Of course, we can hope and pray that those who 

appoint the Strategic Programme Manager will understand this, and will engage 

the appointee with better language than ‘a proven track record of delivering 

strategic change’. In Modem we have the opportunity to talk to each other and to 

think at greater length and more critically about how organizations and ministry 

interact with each other, and perhaps we need to be more effective in doing our 

prophetic duty and pointing out what is wrong with a lot of current church 

managerialist mythology. We could start by challenging the value of all those initiatives.    

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

Transformational Change and Transforming Communities 

Report by Sue Miller, Deputy Director at the Susanna Wesley 

Foundation & MODEM committee member.  
 

‘Changing Church’ not only describes the realities of church change –  past and 

present, but also can be read as describing the churches’ own activity, in the 

Spirit, of facilitating transformation toward God in the world.  Clare Watkins.  
 

The Susanna Wesley Foundation’s annual conference, titled ‘Changing Church’, 

was heralded in a previous edition of this newsletter. That conference has now 

taken place – at the beginning of September, 2017. 
 

The Conference illustrated something of the ethos and the methodology guiding the work of the 

Foundation: insights from academic research were offered alongside reflections from practitioners; case 

studies were interwoven with Bible Study; poetry provided breathing space and provocation; all, catalysts for 

the emergence of different perspectives. 
 

SWF is committed to ways of working that are “exploratory, experimental, imaginative 

and integrated” Click here to read more. Those who came to SWF’s conference were 

invited to participate in crafting and discerning approaches which might facilitate 

‘transformation toward God in the world’ in their different contexts. The Conference 

was more of an introduction than an end, and the real value will be in the work that 

participants now take forward.  
 

SWF would like to hear from you if you are interested in ‘Changing Church’ and transforming communities, 

and if you would welcome the opportunity to engage with others who are also exploring how to apply some 

of the learning around transformational change in their particular contexts. Further work by SWF might 

involve academic research, practical reflection, case study development, facilitated conversation or some 

other method, according to the needs and suggestions, and contributions, of participants.  
 

You may contact us by email: swf@roehampton.ac.uk  We look forward to hearing from you.  

David Sims//  
MODEM Chair 

Changing Church/ Conference Update (Susannah Wesley Foundation) 

Sue Miller, Deputy 
Director, SWF 

http://susannawesleyfoundation.org/conversations/transformational-change-exploratory-experimental-imaginative-integrated/
mailto:swf@roehampton.ac.uk
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                 MODEM Leadership Conference 2017 
 

                     Thursday 7 December - Friday 8 December 

                    Sarum College, Salisbury 
 

What is the Church for? // Mobilising and organizing beyond Sunday morning 
 

Modem’s annual conference returns to Sarum College, set in 

the serene surroundings of Salisbury’s Cathedral Close.  The 

conference brings together experts from the fields of 

leadership, management and ministry for stimulating 

conversations between church and business communities. 
  

This conference aims to help all to understand more about: 

What is the church is for, and to help churches to mobilise 

and organize beyond Sunday morning. 

 
 

Keynote speakers

Professor Mike Higton is Professor 

of Theology and Ministry at 

the Department of Theology and 

Religion, Durham University.  

  
 

Dr. Graham Adams is Tutor in World 

Christianity (including Mission Studies) 

and World Faith Traditions at Northern 

College United Reformed and 

Congregational), Manchester.

Both keynote speakers plan to be with us throughout the conference, so that the whole community can 

develop its thinking and development and make good use of the wisdom and ideas of the speakers, as well 

as of each other. 

Programme 

The programme will include talks from the keynote speakers, contributions from members of the community, 

opportunities for discussion in groups, and the option of joining in the rhythm of worship at Salisbury Cathedral. 

Thursday 7th   

Arrival from 12 noon (coffee available).   

Lunch at 1pm.  Sessions start at 2pm. 

The programme will allow delegates to attend 

Evensong in Salisbury Cathedral at 5.30pm.  

Dinner at 7pm.   

Friday 8th 

Delegates will have an opportunity to attend 

Morning Prayer (and communion) in Salisbury 

Cathedral at 7.30am before breakfast at 8.15am.  

Sessions start at 9.15 am.  

Departure and the MODEM AGM after lunch. Full 

programme details to follow.    

Fees 

Residential £140; non-residential £90.  

In addition, there is a £10 discount on all fees for 

MODEM members, students (incl Sarum College 

postgraduate students), and ministers-in-training. 

 

Residential fee includes ensuite accommodation and 

all meals.  

Non-residential fee includes lunch and supper on 

first day, and lunch on second. 

Bookings: To reserve your place(s), please contact Alison Ogden at Sarum College, courses@sarum.ac.uk  

Tel. +44 (0)1722 42482         

Accommodation at Sarum College 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/theology.religion/staff/profile/?mode=staff&id=11676
https://www.dur.ac.uk/theology.religion/staff/profile/?mode=staff&id=11676
https://www.dur.ac.uk/theology.religion/staff/profile/?mode=staff&id=11676
https://www.dur.ac.uk/theology.religion/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/theology.religion/
http://northerncollege.co.uk/northern-college-staff/
http://northerncollege.co.uk/northern-college-staff/
mailto:courses@sarum.ac.uk

