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You’ve been there—alone in your office, perhaps tired and frustrated,

wondering, Why doesn’t God do something? As leaders in local
churches, we often invest ourselves deeply in ministry. We preach,

counsel, pray, and lead with great tenacity. Then, too often, we’re

disappointed when God doesn’t respond to our efforts in the way we’d

hoped. Our ministry results are less spectacular than we’d envisioned.

There are more setbacks that we’d ever dreamed. There is progress—

but it’s slow.

I don’t know a pastor who hasn’t yearned to be more fruitful in

ministry. And I know few who haven’t felt disappointed or discouraged

when those hoped-for results seemed slow in coming.

The apostle Peter could have been speaking to you and me when he

said, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand



slowness. He is patient . . .” (2 Pet. 3:9). One of the most freeing dis-

coveries that I’ve made about ministry is that God builds his church in

his time. It’s pointless to run ahead of God—and often painful. We’re

always better off to discover God’s schedule and work within it rather

than trying to impose ours upon him.

Joshua, the conquering hero of the Promised Land, learned that lesson

early in his career. Every success seemed to be followed by a failure,

every opportunity accompanied by conflict. In time, though, we see the

divine pattern emerge through Joshua’s life. We discover that God

accomplishes his work through setbacks as well as through successes,

and that conflict and even failure provide the opportunities for leaders

to grow, develop other leaders around them, and ultimately move for-

ward to even greater fruitfulness. Through Joshua’s life, we see that

God is always working, even when he seems to be doing nothing at all.

My friendWayne Schmidt is a rare Christian leader who understands

the difference between patience and idleness and who knows how to use

God’s apparent down time to good advantage.With astounding honesty,

he recounts the painful mistakes and joyous discoveries that have

formed him into the godly and effective pastor that he is. AndWayne’s

beneath-the-surface look at Joshua’s leadership reveals the surprising

mix of patience and boldness that enabled this uncanny leader to do

what we have all dreamed of—claiming new territory for the King.

This book is a manual for any church leader who has ever been frus-

trated by the seemingly slow pace of growth. Let these insights encour-

age and convict you as you lead God’s people—sometimes fast,

sometimes slow, always in his time.

—Bill Hybels
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“I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave

me to do” (John 17:4). Jesus passionately prayed these words as he

approached the conclusion of his earthly ministry. It’s become my life

verse, and out of it arises three questions I regularly ask myself:

• Who gets the glory? “I have brought you glory on earth . . .”
• Who sets the finish line? “. . . by completing the work . . .”
• Who gives the assignments? “. . . the work you gave me to do”
(emphasis added).

This verse and the questions that arise out of it are navigational beacons

that still guide me after thirty years of ministry.



Recently, God surprised me with a finish line I didn’t see coming.

When I went to Kentwood, Michigan, in 1979, to plant Kentwood Com-

munity Church, it was an answer to prayer. That prayer was prompted

by a challenge from Laurel Buckingham in my senior year at Marion

College (now IndianaWesleyan University). Buckingham said to “pray

that God will call you to a community where you could spend a life-

time.” This was a novel challenge in a day when pastors thought only in

terms of being called to a church, not a community, and the average pas-

toral tenure was three to five years.

So, I fully anticipated living out my lifetime call in the community

of Kentwood.At the thirty-year mark of serving that first ring suburb of

Grand Rapids, Michigan, I was as energized as ever by the ministry

context in which God had placed me. Our community had changed over

those thirty years from about 98 percent Anglo (and mostly Dutch) to

an ethnic minority population of nearly 40 percent. Its rich diversity was

reflected in our local schools, where the students came from over fifty

different nations and were exposed to nearly sixty languages. The high

school graduation ceremony felt like a United Nations event.

I worked with our church board to prayerfully anticipate what God

might do through the church in the next decade. We were early in the

journey of becoming a multiethnic church and passionately engaged in

the dream of a church that would reflect both heaven (Rev. 7:9) and our

community. I was blessed to serve with a constellation of colleagues on

our church staff, but I was equally energized by lay leaders who gave

their best to permeate our diverse community with the good news of

Jesus Christ and to plant churches on a nearly annual basis in the core

city and surrounding suburbs.

But again, God surprisedme. It first happened in a conversation with a

dear friend from church. Kyle and Petra, a wonderfulAfrican-American

couple, had moved to our community as newlyweds a decade earlier.

They were young professionals, successful even in the early stages of

their careers. They immersed themselves in ministry as volunteers, and

in the process, God placed a call upon Kyle’s heart to enter vocational

ministry. He went to seminary, and we stayed in touch. I was delighted
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when God led him to return to Kentwood Community Church as our

outreach pastor in 2006.

Kyle and I met at a local coffee shop on January 20, 2009. He shared

with me a prompting he sensed in our Christmas Eve services a few

weeks earlier that 2009 was the year he was to begin to prepare to be a

senior pastor. And in that conversation, I sensed a prompting of the

Spirit to ask, “Kyle, do you feel called to this community and to this

church?” Over the next few months, further conversations, inspired by

an intense season of prayer, brought me to the conclusion that God had

set my finish line at Kentwood Community Church, and that I would

soon pass the torch to my dear friend and colleague in ministry.

Once again, I was privileged to join God in something he was

orchestrating, but this time, it was accompanied by intense grief. I

knew I was being released from the community and church that I

loved; the tears I shed every time I thought of it were evidence of it.

This grief was accompanied by the uncertainty of not knowing exactly

what God had next for me. I felt as if I was in a free fall, but I also

sensed God was doing a deep work in my life to cull out seeds of inse-

curity that periodically plagued me. He was creating a dependency on

him and an identity in him that could not be compromised by just moving

on to what was next.

This transition tested how grounded I was in Scripture. Joshua’s

journey, foundational to the insights in Ministry Velocity, is unveiled
in the narrative of the Old Testament book that bears his name. Princi-

ples rooted in the inspired pages of the Bible are timeless and tran-

scendent. They are not bound to a particular culture but can be

applied—and have authority—in all contexts, situations, and seasons.

As you read this book, note the roots of Scripture. I hope there will be

many occasions when you put down this book and pick up the Bible,

God’sWord, and allow it to speak to you. I also hope that you’ll process

with others the insights you gain, not only in official groups such as

boards, task forces, or ministry teams, but also in coffee-shop conver-

sations with people who journey with you. HisWord, I trust reflected in

these words recorded here, will be what remains.
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In recent days, as I’ve witnessed the walks of others and sought to be

faithful in the midst of change, my heart is captured by the critical impor-

tance of being and remaining a follower. It’s the initial call of disciple-

ship (“Come, follow me . . .” [Matt. 19:21]) and the enduring discipline

of any leadership of eternal consequence. Over the days I’ve penned this

introduction, my paths again crossed with two longtime friends and min-

istry colleagues who remind me of this in both words and actions.

Kevin Myers and I have been friends since elementary school. Most

people know him for his leadership at 12Stone Church inAtlanta, Geor-

gia, the first church that Kentwood Community Church had a part in

helping to launch. But from the vantage point of our friendship, I’ve

glimpsed that his leadership influence emerges from intimacy with the

Father; he leads by following. Nothing is more important to Kevin than

nurturing this connection through prayer and fasting.

Dennis Jackson, whomakes his home in Budapest, Hungary, as Euro-

pean director for Global Partners (missions department of TheWesleyan

Church), has been a friend since our days at Marion College. We were

best men in each other’s weddings. Dennis, whose encouraging and

coaching gifts bless the ministries of those serving in Europe, gains the

discernment he needs by keeping in step with the Spirit. This connect-

edness to the Vine helps him and those he works with sense where God

is working in the dramatically diverse ministry contexts of Europe.

This following of the Spirit, evidenced in the lives of Kevin and

Dennis, is repeatedly displayed in effective leaders, lay and ordained,

as they complete the ministry assignments God has given.

As I’ve studied the life of Joshua in passages that precede the book of

Joshua, I’ve been impressed with what God taught him as a follower of

Moses. These lessons, recorded for us in Exodus, Numbers, and

Deuteronomy, reveal the story of Joshua’s development before the words

“Moses my servant is dead” (Josh. 1:2). Spiritual leaders of families,

organizations, and churches must be, first and foremost, followers.

This observation of leaders, current and in the pages of Scripture,

has led me to envision what I call I3 (I cubed or I to the third power)

servanthood:

MINISTRY VELOCITY
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• Intimacy:Any lasting fruitfulness is inseparable from being linked
to the Vine (John 15:5).As we discern what God is doing and join

him in it, we are empowered for service. Fruitfulness and follow-

ing go hand in hand.

• Intensity:At times, we need to pour out the passion; at other times,
we need to exhibit patience. The scriptural pattern of initiating and

resting is as old as creation.

• Intentionality: God’s greatest work is often the accumulation of
little things done faithfully that open the door to more expansive

opportunity (Luke 16:10).

In 1996, I wrote the book Leading When God Is Moving (re-released
as Ministry Momentum in 2004). Based on the first four chapters of
Joshua, it examined a time when God was directing his people to claim

new territory. It was all happening so fast—for Joshua, for the leaders,

and for the people. It was one of those times when God graced a move-

ment with the momentum needed to bring dramatic change.

The subsequent book, Lead On (2003), picked up with chapter five of
Joshua. It’s there that the ministry velocity began to change. There was

still movement, but it wasn’t nearly as dramatic as it had been. God had

deliberately determined to ease up on the accelerator so they would learn

ministry lessons as they progressed slowly but surely (Ex. 23:29–30).

Combined and updated intoMinistry Velocity, Joshua’s journal unfolds
scriptural strategies for sustainable momentum. This resource can be used

for personal reflection but may best be explored in community—with

other members of a board, ministry team, or small group. Maximizing all

the seasons of ministry leads to the vitality and longevity that produce a

lifetime of fruitfulness.

INTRODUCTION
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Imagine driving through your community looking for a church that

can help fill the nagging void in your life.

You stop at a church near your neighborhood, even though it appears

stuck in time. You guess that the church was built sometime in the

1960s, and the last real care it received took place in the 1980s. Unlike

most, you decide you’ll risk a visit anyway.

Cautiously entering the facility, you can’t spot the restrooms, so you

assume the wind didn’t adversely affect your hair. It seems good that

you didn’t bring the kids because a passing glance at the nursery makes

1

Joshua 1:1–2

Momentum Builder
Momentum is developed
by recognizing the need
for a new beginning.

Momentum Buster
Momentum is drained
by denying the need

for change.

“Those with the greatest vested interest in the present paradigm
are least likely to see the new paradigm.”

—JOEL BARKER



you doubt that it’s safe and clean. When you search for information

about the church, all you can find is a rack with some old Sunday school

literature and newsletters. They may be meaningful to members, but

they don’t answer your questions about the church.

You sense the people here love God and know each other well.

Some even speak to you; most huddle with their friends. The service

begins with music you’ve never heard, but the singing is enthusiastic.

The pastor asks if there are visitors, and you wonder if he will put you

on the spot. Fortunately, he appears not to see you (though you suspect

you’re the only visitor in the place). The message is presented with zeal,

and while the pastor appears to be against a lot of things, he doesn’t

seem quite sure what to do about anything or what the congregation

should do. He uses old phrases you haven’t heard since your college

English literature class and quotes people you’ve never heard of. He

seems sincere, but you have a hard time relating to him. His everyday

life seems very different from yours, so he probably wouldn’t under-

stand the struggles you’re facing.

You’re relieved as you depart. Maybe these people have what you

are looking for, and maybe you’ll visit again. But you’re going to try

some other churches first—something a bit more your style.

One of the greatest challenges spiritual leaders face is keeping in

step with what God is doing today and where he is leading in the future.

Dwelling in the past blocks our vision of the new things God is seeking

to do (see Isa. 43:18–19). If the past has been wonderful, you can cel-

ebrate it and thank God for it. If the past has been abysmal, you can

lament it and hope for something better. You can rejoice because of it or

grieve over it. But there’s one option God doesn’t make available—you

can never live in the past.

MINISTRY VELOCITY
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For more than three decades, I’ve watched the ministries of pastors

who are ahead of me a few years, seeking to learn from their experi-

ences. Some of them start brilliantly, reach the peak of their effective-

ness early, and then begin the long coast to retirement. Others, while

they may begin uneventfully, are always looking for opportunities to

grow as persons and pastors. Their ministries gather strength as the

years go by, and their best days are still ahead.

As the book of Joshua opens, God is about to open a new chapter in

the story of his people. Joshua’s ability to provide leadership in this new

thing God is doing depends on his willingness to perceive the transition

God is bringing about.

READING THE SIGNALS

In the first two verses of Joshua, God signals to his chosen leader

that two things are about to change. The first is a change of leadership;

the second is a change of location.

“Moses my servant is dead” (Josh. 1:2). That legendary spiritual

giant who guided God’s people for so many years had gone the way of

all mankind. God was doing more than stating the obvious; he was sig-

naling a transition: Moses is dead, new leadership needs to emerge, and

Joshua, you’re that leader.

“Get ready to cross the Jordan River . . .” (1:2). No more wander-

ing in the desert. The Promised Land, which had only seemed a dream,

was about to become a reality. It was time to start moving.

These were more than mundane events—they signaled the new thing

God was about to do. Spiritual leaders have the ability to see the hand

of God in the happenings of life. Perceiving the signals requires a

watchful eye on circumstances plus knowledge of Scripture.

Throughout Scripture, a change in leadership was often the indica-

tor of a new beginning. Sometimes that meant raising up new leaders—

Abraham to become the father of a great nation, Joseph to rescue God’s

people from famine, a prophet to proclaim God’s warning to his people,

and Paul to spread the gospel throughout the world.At other times, God

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?
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replaced leadership—David stepped into King Saul’s position, Solomon

assumed the throne of his father, and Samuel replaced Eli.

Now, Moses was dead. Since God had said Moses would not enter the

Promised Land, his death cleared the way for the next movement of God.

This signal was amplified by the command to prepare to cross the river.

Scriptural accounts of crossingwater were often geographical thresholds of

change and commitment in a movement of God. The miraculous crossing

of the Red Sea was impressed on the mind of every Hebrew, including

Joshua. Now it was time to cross another body ofwater—the JordanRiver.

CHURCH TRANSITION SIGNALS

Personal and spiritual growth depends on our ability to see one chap-

ter of life closing and a new one opening. These signals of transition

come in different forms—a career change, the loss of a relationship, a

physical move, or health issues. They are met with either a desperate

attempt to preserve the way things have been, or the recognition that

things neither can nor will ever be the same.

This is also true for churches. The ability to perceive the new things

God is doing keeps a movement of God fresh and vital. Ignorance or

rejection of the signals relegates the best days of a church to the past.

What are some of the common signals in the life of a church that things

will never be the same?

PASTORAL CHANGE
Like Moses passing the baton to Joshua, so a new chapter in a

church’s history begins when God provides a new leader. I remember

some years ago being contacted by a church asking if I might be inter-

ested in serving as their pastor. The church was still fairly young and the

founding pastor was leaving. The lay leader who called me said, “We’ve

benefited from the leadership of a Moses. Now we’re looking for a

Joshua to lead us in the next steps of obedience to the mission God has

given us.” While I did not accept their invitation, their transition sig-

nal was one even I couldn’t miss.

MINISTRY VELOCITY
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Not all pastoral changes are made with a desire to embrace the future.

Some pastoral selections are a reaction to a pastor who tried to implement

change. The church then looks for someone who won’t threaten the sta-

tus quo. Or the previous pastor had certain strengths and, like all humans,

corresponding weaknesses. The church then selects a new pastor whose

assets are perceived to compensate for his predecessor’s deficits.

I served as a pastor at Kentwood Community Church from its

beginning. We started in a unique but effective way: I was the full-time

assistant pastor while Dick Wynn, employed as well by Youth for

Christ, served as the part-time senior pastor. I’ll never forget the day

Dick called me into his office to announce that he was accepting a pro-

motion with Youth for Christ and would be moving to their national

offices inWheaton, Illinois. I felt a hollowness in the pit of my stomach

as I considered the absence of this man who had been my mentor and

had led our church for the first two years of its history (1979–1981). My

“Moses” wasn’t dead, but he was moving out of town.

Having just celebrated my twenty-fourth birthday, I was now being

asked to become the senior pastor. Most of the congregation was sup-

portive while feeling the same nervousness I felt. I’ll never forget one

reaction though: A former pastor in our congregation told me that he

and his wife would be leaving. His explanation? With Dick gone and

me as the pastor, they didn’t see the church surviving. Now there’s a

confidence booster!

A pastoral change involves transition. Some in the church will view

it positively, some negatively. It is doubtful that all will view it the same

way.

FACILITY CHANGES
Our church began in rented facilities. After four months, we moved

to a school that we also rented. After another three and a half years, we

moved into a facility we had built ourselves and that had a mortgage

with our name on it. We were not prepared for what happened next.

We had struggled for nearly four years to assemble a core group for

the church. Rented facilities brought numerous inconveniences, such as
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the lack of classrooms and the lack of control over heating and air con-

ditioning.Almost everyone there believed in the mission and the future

of the church; they certainly weren’t attracted by the facilities or exten-

sive programs.

Then we opened the doors of the church we had just built. People

came, and came, and came. Our attendance doubled in one Sunday.

These people didn’t know what we believed. We’d made no major

changes in our staff or approach to ministry. The only difference was

that the facility they had watched being constructed was now com-

pleted. Then we learned that in our community, facility equaled credi-

bility. They now took us seriously. We were a “real” church. Their

perception of us had changed, and our church would never be the same.

CHANGE OF LAY LEADERSHIP
In many churches, the long-term stability of a congregation is more

dependent on a lay leader or small group of lay leaders than on the pas-

tor. Sometimes this stability leads to church health. Other times, it lends

to the preservation of the status quo. In these churches, a change in lay

leadership can signal the closing of one chapter and opening of the next.

This is particularly true in smaller, rural churches. If a lay leader dies

or relocates, the church experiences a period of adjustment. It is also

true, though perhaps to a lesser extent, in larger churches. In my church,

we have a voluntary rotation system for our board members. The gen-

eral practice is to serve up to three years and then take at least a year off.

Depending on who is rotating off (or on), this change can bring about

a new emphasis or direction.

GROWTH BARRIERS
As a church grows, it fundamentally changes. Resistance to these

changes by the pastor or the people is the reason most churches plateau.

Many of these growth barriers or thresholds have been identified by

researchers like Carl George andWarren Bird, authors of the bookHow
to Break Growth Barriers.1 There are certain predictable transitions that
come as a church enlarges numerically.
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Like most pastors, one of the toughest transitions for me was the two

hundred barrier. During the first four years of our church’s existence,

I knew almost everyone, and everyone knew me. I had coffee in their

homes; I could name their kids; I knew where they worked and the hob-

bies they enjoyed. When we moved into our new building, I found

myself speaking to a sea of unrecognizable faces. I was on cloud nine

because of the outreach taking place, but I struggled with my inability

to personally minister to everyone.

While this was mostly a secret struggle, I shared my feelings on one

occasion with a dear older saint in our church. As I sat in her home

enjoying one of her delicious homemade cookies, I bemoaned the fact

I couldn’t visit with everyone who was coming to church. She very lov-

ingly assured me that she and others would miss those fairly frequent

visits as well. Then she said something I’ll never forget: “Wayne, we

love you, and it’s good to get to know you. But it’s just more important

that people get to know Jesus than get to know you.”

The Holy Spirit brought those words home to my heart with convic-

tion. Would I limit what God was doing to my personal comfort zone,

or would I adjust my comfort zone to be in step with him? That day, I

made a commitment I’ve needed to revisit many times since—that bear-

ing my cross means obeying God, even if it’s uncomfortable.

In Growing Plans, Lyle Schaller identifies and illustrates how a
church changes as it grows.2He makes clear what so many church lead-

ers have learned:Agrowing church is a changing church.A large church

is not an overgrown small church. Its life is governed by a fundamen-

tally different set of principles.

COMMUNITY CHANGES
Not only do churches change, but communities do as well. If a major

employer moves out of or into a community, a church is impacted. If the

ethnic or economic demographics of a community change, the effec-

tiveness of a church’s outreach is altered. If a rural community is

absorbed in the urban sprawl of a metropolitan area, expectations for

a church’s ministry change.
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Kentwood Community Church was committed to parenting new

churches. We particularly targeted outlying communities in the greater

Grand Rapids, Michigan area. These communities were not only grow-

ing as Grand Rapids grew, but they were changing. The people moving

in were no longer farmers but commuters who worked in the city. The

churches that traditionally existed in the communities continued to be

effective in ministering to long-term residents but struggled to meet the

needs of the changing population. These new residents had different

social and spiritual needs. Often, a new church meets such needs best,

but many existing churches are learning to broaden their ministries to

include a wider variety of people.

These are but a few of the transition times churches may face. Some

transitions are the result of conscious decisions a church has made, such

as offering multiple services, adjusting worship styles, or providing pas-

toral care through small groups. Others are the result of factors beyond

the control of church leaders. Like Joshua, they must adjust to the real-

ities of external conditions over which they exercise little control.

SENSING THE LOSS

There is a myth that keeps many spiritual leaders from taking action

when God’s Spirit prompts them. The myth is this: If it is God’s will,

everyone will feel good about it. In reality, the first feeling that comes

with most substantive transitions is a sense of loss, and then a tendency

to resist that change. In fact, scholars who study change dynamics have

concluded that if there is no sense of loss and there is no resistance, then

there has been no real change.

So every change involves a sense of loss, even when we are excited

about it. When a chapter in a person’s life or a local church closes, a

grief process takes place. If we could peer into Joshua’s journal, I’m

convinced we would find that he was experiencing the whirlwind of

emotions that comes with letting go of the past.
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LOSS OF IDENTITY
Like many men, Joshua’s role was part of what defined him. He had

been known for years as Moses’ aide. His relationship with Moses had

given Joshua his identity. Now, Moses was gone.

Moses had been Joshua’s spiritual director and mentor. They had

shared many significant spiritual moments together:

• They had fought battles together. Joshua had wielded a sword in
physical battle while he saw Moses with hands lifted high carry-

ing on the spiritual battle (Ex. 17:8–16). On that day, Joshua

undoubtedly learned that the battles he would fight in the future

would be so much more than struggles with flesh and blood; they

would require prayer and dependence on God.

• Joshua had been trusted by Moses with a special assignment to
explore the Promised Land (Num. 13–14). Joshua and Caleb had

encouraged Moses and the people of Israel with the challenge that

they could take the land.

• Joshua had defended Moses’ right to lead the people and speak
for God (Num. 11:26–30). Moses had taught him that not all spir-

itual authority and blessings were confined to the leader God had

chosen.

• Joshua had been present duringmany ofMoses’ intimate encounters
with God (Ex. 33–34).

Joshua was an aide to a great spiritual leader. No one was nor ever

would be like Moses, even in God’s eyes (Deut. 34:10–12). Joshua

would never again be able to ask him questions, watch his actions, or

seek his prayers.

A friend once shared with me his difficulty in adjusting to the death

of his father. His sense of loss was amplified when he called his father’s

home not long after the funeral. With all the activity that had taken

place, no one had thought to change the message on the answering

machine. He heard his father’s voice saying, “I’m not available to take

your call right now.” He realized in that moment that his dad would
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never be available to take his calls. An incredible feeling of loneliness

and loss overtook him. Joshua must have felt the same. Moses was no

longer personally available to respond to him.

LOSS OF FAMILIARITY
“Now then . . . cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give

to them—to the Israelites” (Josh. 1:2). The Israelites were about to ful-

fill the dream God had given them decades before, but they were also

leaving the only way of life they had ever known. This generation had

grown up in the desert. They were familiar with the ways of the desert,

while that which was to come would be new territory.

Think of the maintenance mentality that must have developed dur-

ing those desert wanderings. The parents and grandparents must have

continually shared stories about the good old days. Undoubtedly the

story of the ten plagues and the crossing of the Red Sea were fireside

favorites. They told the stories of a movement of God, but this new gen-

eration had never experienced a movement of God first-hand. They had

a second-hand faith and forty years in maintenance mode, while God

disposed of their unfaithful forefathers.

Adopting a consumer mentality, their lives centered on their needs.

They approached God with a feed-me mindset, expecting manna from

heaven and then complaining about it when it arrived.When their needs

were not met, their consumerism led them to whine to each other and

question the authority of their leaders—even the great Moses.

Stuck in a rut and focused on their needs—that description fits many

churches today.

Joshua was called to lead the Israelites into unfamiliar territory. They

wanted guarantees he couldn’t give. They wanted to know exactly what

this new land was like, how they would get their food, and what would

be expected of them. These were questions he could not completely

answer, since he had only briefly visited the territory decades earlier. He

wasn’t familiar with the challenges theywould face in that land now. They

could only meet them as they faced them together. They would have to

exercise faith, which, by definition, means moving beyond the familiar.
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It’s precisely at this point that many churches experience what

Robert Dale labels nostalgia or organizational homesickness. In his

book To Dream Again, he observes that the word nostalgia is derived
from two Greek words meaning “to return home” and “a painful con-

dition.”3 Change can prompt wistful longings in all of us. When move-

ments of God are between chapters, the future can seem threatening and

the past attractive. This causes some tentativeness.As a temporary con-

dition, it is fairly harmless and normal.

The loss of the familiar, even when the familiar is a result of dis-

obedience to God, is still a loss. I’ve been with families who wanted to

structure an intervention to confront an alcoholic family member. Their

sincere desire was to see a change in that person. I’ve also watched

those same families undercut that person’s attempt to change when they

recognized their lives would be different as well. The present was dys-

functional, even sinful, but it was familiar.

All that was happening to Joshua and Israel was God’s will, but tak-

ing hold of the future would mean letting go of the past. There’s a cer-

tain amount of grieving that’s normal anytime God brings about change

in the life of a person or a church. The process looks like this:

• Step 1: Denial. The focus is on the past. Nothing needs to change.
Problems will go away. Effort is given to preserve things as they

have been.

• Step 2: Discomfort. There are changes taking place. Things will
never be the same. Resistance to these changes and anger about

them are typical reactions.

• Step 3: Discovery. There is a willingness to begin to explore the
future. The next step is unclear and unfamiliar, but possible oppor-

tunities begin to emerge.

• Step 4: Devotion. Commitment emerges to act upon a new vision
of the future.

Spiritual leaders realize that change, even when it is God’s will, is

a process. Not everyone may feel good about it. Many times the first
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reaction to God’s conviction is one of denial and discomfort. He persists

in the process until his people adjust to his plans for them.

Leaders need to show the same kind of persistence. If people react

hesitantly to a future vision, is that a sign it’s not of God? Not neces-

sarily. Is it a sign the people aren’t spiritual? Not necessarily. It’s a sign

that we’re human and that change means the loss of the way things are

in order to prepare for the way God wants them to be.

PREPARING TO MOVE ON

“Now then, you and all these people, get ready” (1:2). As you’re

closing one chapter, begin preparing for the transition into the next

chapter. Don’t forget the lessons of the past, but prepare to move

beyond past patterns and experiences.

This transition time would have been a double whammy for Joshua.

At the same time he was working through a loss, he needed to learn new

skills. He was no longer the assistant but the leader. The people were no

longer desert nomads but a conquering army. They had one foot in his-

tory while stepping with the other foot toward a new opportunity. One

chapter rarely closes completely before the next starts to open. Transi-

tion means uncomfortably straddling chapters for awhile.

Preparing to move on with God is somewhat different for each

person or church, but the following guidelines may help to prepare for

the transition.

ACKNOWLEDGE THE LOSS
Anyone familiar with the grieving process knows that it varies for each

person. It’s impossible to predict the exact emotions we will feel or the

time it will take to work through them. But one thing is certain—we may

resist the grieving process or welcome it, but we will go through it.

Whenmaking the transition from one chapter to the next, the degree of

loss depends on howmuch the previous chapter was valued and howmuch

excitement the next one holds. If someone has derived great value and

pleasure from the previous chapter, the loss will be intense. If someone is
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glad to close that previous chapter so they can move into an intriguing

and exciting next chapter, the sense of loss is minimized.

The challenge is that people tend to value chapters of life differently.

Think for a moment of a married couple. The husband may find it very

difficult to change chapters in his career—most men receive much of

their identity from their careers. The wife, on the other hand, may find

it very difficult to change chapters at home. He may not understand why

an impending empty nest bothers her so much, while she may view his

reaction to a change in job responsibilities as being too extreme. That’s

why times of transition call for increased communication and under-

standing in a marriage.

The same is true for a church. When we’re finding it difficult to see

eye-to-eye at our church, we talk about not being on the same page. In

reality, sometimes we are not in the same chapter. Church members

often have an emotional investment in different chapters of a church’s

history. So, each member may react to change a little differently.

Increased communication and understanding, rather than impatience

and avoidance of the issue, will allow people to grieve over the past so

they can move into the future.

PROCESS CHANGE AT YOUR SPEED
How we process change is influenced by more than the sense of loss

we experience. It is influenced by our personality. Some people gain a

sense of security from the past while others are continually pursuing the

next big challenge. Some latch on to the big picture and are invigorated

by pursuing the unexplored, while others have an eye for detail and are

interested only in the next step.

The speed at which we process a change is also influenced by whether

we believe we’ve had a choice in the change. Resistance is much greater

when we feel a change has been forced upon us. The more we’re part of

the process of change and have had a voice in shaping the next chapter,

the more ready we’ll be to welcome what is coming next.

Another factor is our past experience with change. If we have had to

make very few changes in job or family situations, any change seems
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imposing because we’ve had little opportunity to manage change pre-

viously. On the other end of the continuum, if we feel our whole life is

one change after another, we may feel overwhelmed and may long for

one area of life to remain the same. Our change overload at work and

home may lead us to defend the way things are at church, so that we can

have a secure sanctuary in a changing world.

The speed at which we process change is influenced by all of these

factors. It is true for every person in a church. Understanding these fac-

tors will create some freedom for people to make transitions at their

pace.

DON’T GET STUCK BETWEEN CHAPTERS
While each of us has the right to process change at our own speed, we

do not have the right to stop the process. Any healthy grieving process

ultimately involves moving beyond the sense of loss over the way things

were and into active pursuit of the way God wants them to be.

Transition times tend to make or break individuals. Harbored anger

or a root of bitterness causes us to miss out on God’s grace (Heb. 12:15).

Prolonged pity parties drain us of the strength and vision to pursue the

future work God desires us to do in life.A choice must be made to move

on. That choice may be rooted in desire or personal fulfillment, or it

may come out of a sense of responsibility to our relationship with God

and with others. Feelings need to be acknowledged but not enthroned.

Joshua may have felt that Moses’ death couldn’t have come at a worse

time—right when they needed to conquer enemy forces and acquire the

Promised Land. But Joshua also knew that God expected him to “get

ready to cross the Jordan River into the land” (Josh. 1:2).

Transition times also make or break churches. Many churches are

stuck between chapters, dwelling in the past and hesitating about the

future. The felt needs of the members carry greater weight than a com-

mitment to obedience. God patiently allows churches to adjust to

change, but he also expects spiritual leaders to prepare for the next

chapter of his great redemptive story that is about to unfold.
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WATCH YOUR FOCUS
Yes, Joshua, Moses is dead, but God is alive and well. Resist the ten-

dency to become absorbed in your emotions or to react to the feelings

of others. A vertical focus is essential. Keep one eye on what is hap-

pening to you and the other eye on what God is doing in you.

Getting ready to move on to what God is doing means listening to

him. It involves knowing what God has done through hisWord and your

personal experiences and also what God will do for you and his peo-

ple in the days ahead.

ANTICIPATING THE FUTURE

God began his conversation with Joshua by looking back: “Moses

my servant is dead.” He continued it by sharing with him what needed

to take place: “Get ready” (Josh. 1:2). He acknowledged past realities

and defined the present action step, then shifted the focus to the future:

Prepare to enter “into the land I am about to give to them—to the

Israelites” (1:2). Start anticipating what is yet to come.

Anticipating the future does not mean rejecting the past, but rather

learning from it so that we can move forward. Like rowing a boat, we

face backward only to more effectively move forward. We look back

not because that is the direction we are intending to go, but because it

maximizes our strength and gives us reference points in moving

ahead.

One of the great joys God grants us is anticipation. Sometimes antic-

ipation exceeds reality. Anticipating a vacation may be better than the

vacation itself. Looking forward to retirement may be better than living

in retirement. Dreaming about owning a business may be more hassle-

free than being the actual owner.

The Christian life is one of anticipation. We look forward to God’s

answers to our prayers.We seek to discover his will for our lives, know-

ing that our stewardship of time, abilities, and money has eternal con-

sequences. By faith, we believe all the injustices of human existence

will eventually be addressed and that eternity will reveal the reward of
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faithful service to our heavenly Father. We know the final reality of

heaven will exceed any of our anticipation.

Anticipating our final destination may be easier than anticipating the

next step God has for us as we journey with him. Like Joshua, we know

there will be thresholds of commitment to cross, battles to be waged,

and comfort zones to be stretched. God will do his part, but he expects

us to obediently complete our part as well.

While transition begins with the loss experienced in closing a chapter

of life, it reaches its fruition in the anticipation of opening a new chapter.

These times of change create opportunities for greater dependence upon

God and greater openness to his plan for us. Spiritual leaders and

churches also need to welcome these chapter changes, anticipating the

blessing of experiencing firsthand a participation in a movement of

God.
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