MSTF Sound Bites
RE: Restructure Again:


The motto of the RCA, given the past 40 years of fiddling with the denominational machinery, should be : “When in doubt, restructure.”  Yet none of the changes has altered the downward death-spiral of declining membership.

The MSTF has seemingly forgotten the RCA’s own checkered history regarding changing structure over the past half-century. Let us remind ourselves of some of those structural changes, which have included:  

· the consolidation and eventual abolition of Boards of Missions, 

· the creation and then abolition of the General Program Council, 

· the “regionalization” of national denominational staff and its reversal, 

· the creation and abolition of the General Synod Executive Council, 

· the creation of various minority councils, 

· the renaming of particular synods into regional synods, 

· the creation of the General Synod Council, 

· the adoption of the Carver governance model in the GSC and 

· the evolution of the General Secretary's position into a chief executive officer.  


The glaring fact is that despite extensive structural adjustments made in the RCA over the past 50 years, the death-spiral of membership numbers has accelerated. The task force has the responsibility of demonstrating how more of the same response to our basic problem [only now with a greater intensity] will result in a different outcome. The report is stone-silent on this critical area.

RE: Use of Task Forces:


Using the task force method to initiate broad-based conversation is like the rookie pastor’s mistake of thinking that if they can just sit and talk with the Board of Elders, they will find out all they need to know about the congregation. Wrong! Unless that pastor stands in members’ living rooms and kitchens, he/she will have a paper-only relationship with the people. 


And this is what the MSTF now offers in R-13, the institutionalization of more paper-only relationships with classes and consistories.


A task force is designed not to open conversation, but to end it. It has a task; which will end up expressing itself in some definitive action proposal. To initiate a broad-based conversation is to expect to live with the open-endedness of more things yet to be said, more ideas yet to emerge, and more visions yet to be perceived.  

This is also why the MSTF seemed driven to come back with all manner of solutions to all kinds of problems. It had to appear at GS 2007 with something, anything that looked like action, no matter how unrelated. For example, just what does a biennial General Synod have to do with being more “missional”?


The “open space” notion is a tacit admission that the depth conversation required by R-42 GS 2005 did not take place. And even in that proposal, the MSTF feels the need to confine future conversations within a tight bureaucratic strait-jacket. 

RE: The Need to Speak Face-to-face:


At least until Matthew 18 is dropped from the Gospels [and the RCA Constitution], if folks in the higher assemblies have a complaint with how the lower assemblies are doing their job, then they have an obligation to go to them and lay it all out face-to-face. 


Trust and understanding are built upon a foundation of continuous personal dialogue.  Calls for 10-page proposals and merging little boxes to make bigger boxes on the organization chart carry us further and further away from the direct personal exchange that should be possible in a small denomination.  Why go there?

Initiating conversation is not rocket-science. You go there, knock on the door, sit down and start talking.  An old airlines ad shows a boss doling out air tickets to his associates so they can “get back in touch with the customer base.”  Having the 27 elected members of the GSC visit the 45 classes over two years would have cost no more than getting the MSTF to its various venues. The information collected would have been reality-based and specific; and relationships would have been strengthened, not strained. Why wasn’t this done?

Even the poet, Robert Frost, who was no champion of walls, took regular time out to walk the lines with the fellow next-door, who thought that “good fences make good neighbors.” You don’t have to see things the same in order to walk and talk and in some way bond with one another.
RE: Merger


Eric Berne, in Games People Play, described a manipulative game called “Let’s you and him fight.”  R-14 has a new spin on that game; now it’s “Let’s you and him merge.”

Ask AOL and Time-Warner about merger. They will tell you that all the resources imaginable don’t help much in creating a new organizational culture from two established ones. Now imagine taking 3 classes and 1 regional synod and merging their distinct organizational cultures. We have neither the time, nor the resources for this experiment.  


Think of churches in your classes who have merged in their past.  Are they merged or merely mixed until generations pass and no one remembers the way that things were done at  Old First and/or beloved Second Reformed?

RE: Confusing Restructure with Reorganization


Think of the RCA as a 4-story apartment building. Restructuring is knocking out the ceiling and floors to combine stories. Reorganizing is rearranging one story’s furniture and cabinets so they are less of a jumble.   To make things more efficient, first you work laterally; then, if necessary, you go vertical.  If the sofa blocks foot traffic, you don’t grab a sledge-hammer and attack the ceiling. 

All the “missional” success stories in the MSTF report, the Church Herald and RCA website involve reorganization, not restructure. Classes and consistories alter, amend or suspend their by-laws—that’s reorganization, not restructure; and that can happen tomorrow without any GS actions. None of the renewed classes asked for an R-14 style merger with their regional synods. They didn’t need to restructure; there is no structural barrier blocking their reorganization.  Put away that hammer and saw and start moving the furniture! Turn down R-14 and redo your classis by-laws!
