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Rationale for a System-Wide Assessment Process 

People travel to wonder at the height of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at 
the long courses of rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motion of 

the stars; and they pass by themselves without wondering. 

St. Augustine 

Most of us who are older have had the early experience of owning a car with a gas gauge that didn’t work.  

Imagine owning a car where none of the gauges worked:  no gas gauge but also no speedometer, odometer, 

temperature or oil gauge, no “check engine” light.  Now picture the difficulties this would introduce into your 

life ranging from speeding tickets to blown-up engines, from missed turns to long walks down freeways swinging 

a gas can.  This is the state of many churches and religious organizations today.  It is a lack of self-awareness. 

Using the Leadership Clarity Check it is relatively easy to demonstrate that the leaders of churches lack clarity 

regarding the perceptions of the people they are called to lead and serve.  When asked to estimate the priorities 

of their members, church leaders are all over the map with some thinking a particular issue is the highest 

priority for their members, some thinking it is the lowest.  What’s more, they tend to hold their view uncritically, 

that is, with little awareness that the reality might be other than they imagine or that it is a reality they should 

seek to better understand.  The reality is hidden in the shadows. 

At the observational level, this is exactly what one would expect.  Leaders have contact with a relatively small 

number of those they lead and serve.  It seems natural that the proverbial blind man with a hand on the tusk of 

an elephant should generalize the tusk to the entire animal.  In the house churches of the New Testament, this 

would not have posed as much a problem since the number of persons was smaller and knowing each of them 

was not an insurmountable task.  However, in the larger churches of our day, even congregations with fifty 

persons exceed the capacity for most lay leaders to accurately perceive the perspectives, experiences, and 

aspirations of the members as a whole. 

This lack of clarity on the part of leaders creates a host of problems.  One of these is conflict.  When some 

leaders perceive that members are clearly satisfied with what is happening in the church and other leaders 
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perceive that members are clearly dissatisfied with what is happening in the church, the difference in perception 

impacts the quality of the conversation on a host of issues.  While a degree of conflict is inevitable and even 

healthy in any leadership team, conflicting guesses over what is knowable is a waste to time and energy. 

A second problem created by a lack of clarity in a leadership team is that it blocks the information seeking 

behavior and creativity that is essential to problem-solving.  Self-awareness in organizations, as well as 

individuals, is crucial to growth and fruitfulness.  Only through self-awareness do we begin to identify the right 

problems.  Until something becomes a problem in the conscious mind, it not only can’t be solved, the solution 

appears nonsensical.  

Twenty years of research on hundreds of congregations has revealed that congregations with a more 

conservative theological perspective are much more likely to have problems managing conflict.  The evidence is 

unmistakable.  When I discover a congregation with a more conservative theological perspective, I always make 

the same recommendation:  systematically train the members of your church on Christian conflict resolution 

before you have a crisis.  A few have actually taken the advice.  But most theologically conservative churches are 

not sufficiently self-aware for this solution to make sense to them.  Self-awareness is the only lens through 

which solutions make sense. 

Just as there are different gauges on a dashboard, there are different aspects of organizational self- awareness.  

In the illustration above we see an example of pattern awareness.  Pattern awareness is the recognition of 

things that consistently appear together in churches and religious organizations.   Another example of pattern 

awareness is recognizing the connection between spiritual vitality and financial giving which appears 

indisputable.  Note that the patterns I am referencing are not readily observable.  Patterns within organizations 

can be exceedingly complex and difficult to spot.  Months and months of focus groups would generally not 

surface many of these patterns.   

Another aspect of organizational self-awareness is collective awareness.   Collective awareness is an 

understanding of the whole in a church or religious body.  It often escapes us due to our natural tendency to 

project our own perspectives or the perspectives of those we know well upon the entire body.  Time and time 

again, staff members, leaders, active members, and peripheral members express very different perspectives on 

what is happening in a church which they often assume is universal throughout the body.  I am now thinking of a 
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large church where the leaders found it incomprehensible that the members of their church had ranked first a 

ministry priority that the leaders had ranked eighth!  Imagine the series of mistakes this could generate! 

A third aspect of self-awareness is peer awareness.   When an organization possesses peer awareness, it knows 

who it is compared to a group of its peers.  For example, if 15% of a congregation indicates they are just going 

through the motions of church activity without much enthusiasm is that a problem or not?  Is it a sign of 

pathology or just the way it is with churches?  Churches with peer awareness know the answer to that question 

and other questions as well.  (The answer is that a church with only 15% of its respondents who say they are just 

going through the motions is in very good shape on this question.  For most churches in a peer group, it is twice 

that!) 

The fourth aspect of self-awareness is qualitative awareness.  Qualitative awareness is an understanding of the 

quality of shared life that members experience.  Over the forty year decline in denominational 

church membership, it is often said that numbers are not everything, that we must look at the quality of a church’s 

life and not simply the quantity of participants.   Yet with few exceptions, we have not examined quality either.  If 

we had done so, we would have been alarmed by the patterns observed, patterns suggesting large numbers of 

people simply going through the motions of religious activity, unenthusiastic about their churches, with a 

personal spirituality largely disconnected from a vital, flourishing community.  Such alarm would have been 

healthy.  It might have indicated a growing level of self-awareness and might have served as the seedbed 

for inspired, recognizable solutions. 

Yet the ground of self-awareness is not won easily.  The mechanisms of self-reflection typical to religious 

organizations—town meetings, discussion groups, forums, grape vines, committees, commissions, and task 

forces—are not sufficient to the task.  These have their place, as we shall see.  However, what is needed is the 

equivalent of an x-ray:  a system wide assessment process using state of the art instruments that can raise the 

pattern, collective, peer, and qualitative awareness of the entire church or religious body. 

The argument made here is for a system-wide assessment process to increase self-awareness as preparation for 

further intervention, specifically consultant services such as planning, organizational design, mediation, or 

training.  As churches and religious bodies grow larger and more complex, the use of state of the art assessment 

instruments, namely surveys, hold promise in providing leaders with information that can assist them in 
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discerning God’s will for their congregations.  As people of God, how are we to understand the use of such 

instruments and how do they fit in with more conversational methodologies such as focus groups, leadership 

retreats, and congregational meetings? 

An essential Christian understanding of persons is that they are created in the image of God.  This image is 

expressed both through the individual and through the relationships, male and female, which comprise a 

community.  While not decisive, community is powerful in shaping individual behavior to either sustain the 

image of God or distort it.  In support of this point, research has shown that individual attitudes are not a good 

predictor of actual behavior.  A person who does not have racist attitudes, for example, may behave as a racist if he 

or she is in a group that has those values.  In the same way, Adam does not hold his own when his 

community (Eve) begins to deteriorate.  This does not provide Adam with an excuse for his behavior, but it does 

offer insight about the role that community plays in shaping his life. 

Sin distorts the individual’s self-perception and the community’s self-perception as well.  This is represented in the 

Creation account by various defensive behaviors symbolized by hiding behind fig leaves.  The New 

Testament expresses this issue using the metaphor of physical blindness.   The Christian community, the Body of 

Christ, is subject to the same kinds of perceptual errors even though it is guided by the Holy Spirit.   

Parts of the life of a particular church are easily acknowledged and shared.  This is the information we are most 

likely to surface in conversational formats.  It usually has a low level of complexity.  Intricate patterns are 

difficult to discern by the human mind in such settings. 

Other parts of the community’s life are hidden from one another and the larger community.  Members entering the 

leadership of a church for the first time often express surprise at the less savory aspects of church life they 

discover just below the surface.  On the positive side, there is almost always a significant amount of potential 

that lies hidden.  In nearly every church, roughly 30% of members indicate they have something to give but 

don’t know how to give it. 

Still other aspects of the church are unknown even to its leaders.  It is impossible for a single individual to know the 

collective perspective of the entire church through informal conversations.   
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Leaders can only default to the views of those in their circle 

of relationships and extrapolate those over the entire congregation.  

Even if a person had the extraordinary capacity of perceiving the 

collective thinking of a particular body, he or she would have no way of 

knowing if these attitudes were typical of churches or highly 

problematic.   The leader easily falls prey to the temptation of 

projecting his or her own attitudes upon the entire church. 

Redemption and renewal requires a reversal of these perceptual distortions.  In order for individuals 

and communities to grow, they must recover a more accurate understanding of where they really are.  

It is impossible to give someone directions to a given location if they cannot tell you where they are! 

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you 
ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God 
has given you. 

Romans 12:3 (NIV) 

One of the most important qualities of healthy Christians and healthy churches alike is the capacity to take stock 

of themselves through a courageous, unflinching, and sober look in the mirror.  By developing a more accurate 

picture of themselves, they are much more likely to avoid stumbling over major obstacles that otherwise lie 

unseen in their path.  It also enables them to build on their strengths and shore up areas of weaknesses.   

For most churches and religious bodies over fifty members, this requires an intentional system-wide 

assessment process (SWAP) that goes beyond the informal, anecdotal information often used to make 

decisions.  Many leaders have been reticent about gathering information about the entire church or 

religious body in a comprehensive way and using that information in their discernment process.  They 

believe that a more intuitive approach, motivated by love should be enough.  But the impulse of 

Christian love, while essential, is not sufficient for growth of the Body unless it is completed by the 

knowledge and insight that make it effective.  Christian leadership requires a smart love.  Smart love is what 

you want key people in your life to have.  You don’t want your heart surgeon to simply have good intentions.  Why 

should we ask less of ourselves as Christian leaders?   
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Many nationally known churches 
are now discovering that the 

core assumptions of their 
ministry are wrong.  They did not 

make this discovery until they 
began to listen to the witness of 
their members regarding their 
perceptions, experiences, and 

aspirations. 
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So this is my prayer:  that your love will flourish and that you will not only love much but well.  Learn to 
love appropriately.  You need to use your head and test your feelings so that your love is sincere and 
intelligent, not sentimental gush.     

Philippians 1:9-10 (The Message) 

Churches have a variety of reasons for ducking this Biblical mandate for 

self-awareness.  Immature churches hope that a gifted, charismatic 

leader will generate the resources and enthusiasm that automatically 

carry the church forward without intelligent assessment and planning.  

This only creates dependency and a learned helplessness.  Spiritual-

individualist churches count on personal spiritual growth alone to make 

the Body effective without developing the spiritual ligaments that 

connect members to one another.  This creates a Body of prayerful, 

Biblically literate members who inevitably will become conflicted and 

demoralized.   Wounded churches often wait for time alone to heal 

away serious deficiencies.  The delay exacerbates their problems by fostering a victim mentality that slowly 

paralyzes them.   

Since leaders cannot personally interview every member in large churches, a different method for gathering 

information must be utilized.  Just as the invention of the printing press enabled greater dissemination of 

information (including the Bible), we now have an assessment technology that enables us to gather information 

more effectively about the health of the churches and religious bodies  we are serving.   By disclosing strengths, 

churches can build on areas of health.  By disclosing obstacles, churches can more effectively address issues that 

hinder growth and sabotage their best efforts.  Functioning with higher levels of self-awareness, leaders can 

make better decisions, in less time, with more confidence. 

A system-wide assessment offers the real possibility of expanding the self-awareness of churches and religious 

bodies by generating a symbolic narrative.  A symbolic narrative is simply a story told using symbols.  In this 

case, the symbols are numbers.  It is important to remember that when people respond to the statements 

in the Congregation Assessment Tool©, they do not think in numbers.  The statements trigger memories 

and the 
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In order to disseminate 
information the church has 

adopted every form of 
technology.  But when it comes 
to collecting information about 

the people we are trying to serve 
we are bound to an oral 

tradition.  In listening to large 
groups of people we are 

functionally illiterate. 
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feelings associated with them.  When a person reads the statement “there is a disturbing amount of conflict in 

our church,” s/he does not think “4”; events, encounters, and experiences are remembered.  Their response is 

then symbolized by number, e.g. “4”.  We could potentially decode this number by going back to the respondent 

(if we knew who it was), reminding him/her of the response, and asking them what came to mind that caused 

them to make a response that was symbolized by a “4”. 

The Vital Signs© report provides the story of the entire Body symbolized in the numeric data it contains.  These 

symbols must be decoded in order to increase the self-awareness of the leadership.  We can illustrate the 

process of growth in self-awareness using the classic Johari window.  The window is divided into four quadrants 

representing the level of knowledge of the church leader and the information provided by the interpreter from 

the assessment. 

Quadrant #1 represents the information from the interpreter that confirms what leaders generally already 

know.  This confirmation begins to build confidence in the validity of the assessment articulated through the 

interpreter.  In addition it creates a sense of being understood and appreciated:  “This report is telling our 

story!”  Even though the leader already knows this information intuitively, he or she may have a low level of 

confidence in his own intuition or hunch.  The confirmation provides enough support so that the leader can now 
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act on what previously was only a hunch or vague impression.  The process of confirmation serves as a bridge to 

the next quadrant. 

Quadrant #2 represents the information in the assessment that is a surprise to the leader.  While this is initially 

uncomfortable, it is paradoxically reassuring for the leader that he or she is learning something previously 

unknown.  The leader is not wasting time and money to learn nothing new.  Because the meaning of this new 

information is presented tentatively by the interpreter, the leader is given the opportunity to consider 

alternative interpretations.  The data is what it is.  But the leader of the organization is given some control of its 

meaning which decreases defensiveness.  It is the element of surprise that is missing in many church processes 

because the means used to collect and analyze information almost always guarantees a familiar outcome.  By 

increasing the level of self-awareness it presents new puzzles to be solved. 

This puzzling leads to Quadrant #3 where leaders tell the stories held within the church.  In this process of 

narration, the interpreter listens to the stories and connects them to the data.  Quadrant #3 represents the 

information that a survey assessment cannot provide:  stories.  But the information from the assessment in 

Quadrants #1 and #2 provides the occasion for all the traditional forms of collecting conversational information:  

focus groups, appreciative inquiry, town meetings, congregational meetings, etc.  The process of telling stories 

around the findings of the assessment increases the level of trust in the process.  This trust will be needed when 

the leaders begins to recommend a path forward that proposes new solutions based on an increased level of 

self-awareness. 

In Quadrant #4 leaders grapple with information in the assessment that is puzzling to them. They will often ask, 

“What did people mean when they said that?”  The appropriate answer is always the same:  “I don’t know.  Why 

don’t you ask them?”  Again, this exploration can be done through focus groups, interviews, appreciative 

inquiry, or structured large group meetings.   

By the end of the assessment, the level of self-awareness among church leaders has been expanded.  This self-

awareness will need to be cascaded down through the organization.  Effective solutions that would previously 

have been rejected now make sense.  The number of surprises that could prove detrimental in the future has 

been reduced.  Using the opening metaphor, the organization now has a dashboard.  Each of these 

accomplishments serves as the necessary groundwork for subsequent planning or intervention. 
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