
Notes from Canoeing the Mountains 
 

World today is VUCA: Volatile / Uncertain / Complex / Uncertain (p27) 
 Significance: “… will require all leaders to learn new skills.” 
 
 

“It is not so much that God has a mission for his church in the world, but that God has a 
church for his mission in the world.” – Christopher Wright (p.30) 

 
 
Learn to keep going no matter what: “If you can adapt and adventure, you can thrive. But you 

must let go, learn as you go and keep going no matter what.” (p.34) 
 
 
          Critical maxim for change leadership 

          Start with conviction,  
          stay calm,  
          stay connected,  
          and stay the course. (p.128) 

 
 
Think about change as opening up possibilities:  

• “Eventually we will start a discipline of looking at our problems differently, 
acknowledging each time anew that this is not a situation that calls for a new tweak or 
new technique; this is an opportunity for adventure, exploration and transformation. This 
is a moment when our congregation can take on new life, begin a new season of faithful 
expression. We can start imagining different possibilities. And we can learn new ways of 
leading.” (p.34) 

First must understand present reality: “As the former CEO and leadership author Max De 
Pree has famously written, ‘The first responsibility of a leader is to define reality.’” 
(p.102) 

• Must understand the system: “And perhaps one of the most important pieces of reality 
that must be first defined is the reality that every organization, indeed every organism, 
functions within a larger system.” (p.102); “So a congregation is not just the group of 
people who gather on a particular Sunday, or merely those who have their names on the 
membership roles, but the combination of people, their relationships to each other and the 
mission (or purpose for being) of this organization.” (p.102) 

o Way to understand system: (112) Continual cycle of –  
OBSERVATIONS Þ INTERPRETATIONS Þ INTERVENTIONS 

§ Observations: Just describing what is there as objectively as possible; 
since objectivity is difficult, you need to get many of them from a broad 
perspective (112); Sample questions: 

1. When were you most excited or felt the sense of deepest 
connection to our church? What was happening during that 
time in your life and in the life of our church? (pp.113-114) 



2. What has changed in your life or in the church since then that 
may have affected your sense of connection or excitement 
about our church? (p.114) 

3. What is one wish/hope/dream you have for the future of our 
church? (p.114) 

§ Interpretations: “Listen to the song beneath the words.” (p.115); “Protect 
the minority voices.” (p.117); “Raise up competing values.” (p.119); 
“Heifetz, Linsky and Grashow observe … In addition to noticing what 
people are saying and doing explicitly, watch for body language and 
emotion, and notice what is not being said. Ask yourself, ‘What 
underlying values and loyalties are at stake?’” (pp.114-115) 

§ Interventions: Just start trying things; don’t discuss them too long. 
“Again, it’s important to note that even beginning to do something is still 
about the learning. This adaptive process is iterative. It repeats itself over 
and over again so that the organization can keep learning the lessons, 
adapting and implementing as we go.” (p.120); “Interventions should 
start out modestly and playfully.” (p.121); “Indeed, experimental 
innovations are the key to surviving in a changing world.” (p.126) 

 
 

“Innovative interventions will always be resisted.” (p.121) 
 

 
 

“Leadership is disappointing your own people at a rate they can absorb.”  
                                                – Ronald Heifetz (p.172) 

 
 
Nature of church: 

• Apostolic: “In their book The Permanent Evolution, Alan Hirsch and Tim Catchim 
recover the concept that the church – literally, ‘the ecclesia’ – is an apostolic movement, 
Nurtured by a fivefold model of leadership (apostles, prophets, evangelists, shepherds 
and teachers) found in Ephesians 4:1-16, they demonstrate that the church’s very nature 
is apostolic. That is, the church is the embodiment of the work of the original twelve 
disciples who became the first apostles, ‘sent’ to the world, and equipping and begin 
equipped for the sending.” (p.38) 

• Behaviors express actual values: “Note again, it’s not the aspired values that shape the 
church culture but the actual values that produce and are expressed actual behaviors.” 
(p.74); “… shared values are the organization.” (p.78) 

• Culture is created by leaders / leaders help congregation identifying actual values: 
“Creating a healthy culture with the capacity to experiment, innovate, take risks and 
adapt is one of the primary preparatory tasks of a leader. That culture creation work rests 
on identifying the gaps between aspired values and actual behavior, and then working 
with the leaders to bring every aspect of the organization into alignment with the core 
ideology (core values mission, primary strategy).” (p.75) 

 



 
“Nothing changes until there is a change in behavior.  

Nothing has changed until people start acting differently.” (p.43) 
 
 
Transformational leadership (p.43) 

• Technical competence: Must show basic management skills to inspire trust; “In the 
same way, before a missional community can take on the challenges of a changing world, 
the leadership must earn the credibility that comes from competently handling the basic 
management skills that serve the congregation.” (p.44) 
 

 
“In uncharted territory, trust is as essential as the air we breathe. 

If trust is lost, the journey is over.” (p.65) 
 
 

• Relational congruence: Maintain a stable, dependable personality that people can count 
on; “The personal maturity and emotional stability to make calm, wise decision creates 
the necessary health and trust in an organization that enable it to ‘let go, learn as you go 
and keep going.’ When leaders function with relational congruence, they strengthen the 
bonds, deepen the affection and create the wellspring of trust needed to go off the map.” 
(p.44) 

• Adaptive capacity: Help congregation through change; “It is the capacity to lead a 
process of shifting values, habits and behaviors in order to grow and discover solutions to 
the greatest challenges brought on by a changing world.” (p.44) 

o You don’t have to have all the answers: “It requires leadership that create 
structures that hold people together through the very conflictive, passionate, and 
sometimes awful process of addressing questions for which there aren’t easy 
answers.” (p.65) 

 
 

“Adaptive leadership is about ‘letting go, learning as we go, and keeping going.’  
It is about loss, learning, and gaps….” (p.88) 

 
 
Key questions for adaptive change: (p.106) 

• What DNA is essential and must be preserved? 
• What DNA can be discarded? 
• What DNA needs to be created through experimentation?  

 
 

“Leadership in the past meant coming up with solutions. 
Today it is learning how to ask new questions  

that we have been too scared, too busy or too proud to ask.” (p.113) 
 



 
Tensions within adaptive change: (p.107) 

• To learn and adapt we need new creative experiments in relationships and purposes. 
Although the old solutions may have been good and effective once, the old solutions are 
inadequate. 

• When we are experimenting with new solutions within a living system, we are doing so 
with something that has a history, is alive and precious, and must be handled with care.  

 
 
 

* REORIENTATION RECAP * (p.217) 
 

• You were trained for a world that is disappearing.  
• If you can adapt and adventure, you can thrive. 
• But you must let go, learn as you go and keep going no matter what.  
• In a Christendom world, speaking was leading. 
• In a post-Christendom world, leading is multidimensional: apostolic, relational and 

adaptive. 
• Before people will follow you off the map, gain credibility that comes from 

demonstrating competence on the map.  
• In uncharted territory, trust is as essential as the air we breathe.  
• If trust is lost, the journey is over.  
• When our old maps fail us, something within us dies.  
• Replacing our paradigms is both deeply painful and absolutely critical.  

 
 

 
 
 


