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Leadership Through Loss and the Promise of Change 
ELCA Minneapolis Area Synod Tool Kit 
Rev. Jim Weckwerth and Kristin Wiersma, The Joshua Group 

 
Whether change results from forces out of our control or is initiated by leaders, the hardest 
part is often the psychological transition and loss that comes with change. What can we hang 
on to that will move us into God’s future? How might we lead congregations through the loss 
and promise of transition and transformation? This workshop will begin to provide a framework 
for leadership through change for the sake of mission.  

Your Why 

Change = loss 

“What can we hang on to…?” Answer: our why.  

Herein lies the hope and promise.  

Always start with mission.  

 

Why = Holy Purpose/Mission 

How = Unique way of living in mission 

What = Things we do to achieve mission (or 
tools for mission) 
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Managing Transitions 

“Change is situational. Transition, on the other hand is psychological; it is a three-phase process that 
people go through as they internalize and come to terms with the details of the new situation that the 
change brings about.” – William Bridges 

 

Three Phases of Transition 

 

Ending/Letting Go 

Ending, Losing, Letting Go. Letting go of old ways and the old identity people had. This first 

phase of transition is an ending and the time when you need to help people deal with their loses. 

 

Neutral Zone 

Going through an in-between time when the old is gone but the new isn’t fully operational. We 

call this time the “neutral zone”: it’s when the critical psychological realignments and 

repatterning take place.  

 

New Beginnings 

Coming out of the transition and making a new beginning. This is when people develop the new 

identity, experience the new energy and discover the new sense of purpose that makes the change 

begin to work.  
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Healthy Transitions Require Leadership 

Healthy transitions require leadership: there are specific ways to lead that help guide the emotional 

process of transitions. 

 

Leadership for Letting Go 

 

• Plan the ending, what is actually ending and who is losing what. 

• Accept the reality, don’t argue with the subjective losses of your people. 

• Don’t be surprised at overreaction 

• Acknowledge the losses openly and empathetically 

• Expect and accept the signs of grieving 

• Define what’s over and what isn’t over 

• Mark the endings 

• Treat the past with respect  

• Let people take a piece of the “old way” with them (mark the ending as concretely as 

possible).  

• Show how endings ensure the continuity of what really matters. 

 

Leadership for The Neutral Zone 

 

• Be careful about making promises  

• Acknowledge it’s a difficult time (if it is)  

• Creating a helpful metaphor or narrative of this time to help frame the challenge of the 

neutral zone.  

• Create temporary systems for the neutral zone to help create some order and expectation.  

• Strengthen relationships, teams, connections 

• Communicate, communicate, communicate 

• Use a transition monitoring team to help the congregation keep track of the change.  

• Use the neutral zone for creativity- use the space and time to invent, try new things.  

 

Leadership for New Beginnings 

 

• People may feel ambivalent or even resist the new beginning. Hold steady. 

• Explain purpose behind the outcomes you seek.  

• Paint a picture of how the outcome will look and feel to elicit imagination 

• Lay out a step-by-step plan to reach the outcome so people can see the path clearly. 

• Give people a part to play in the planning and the outcome so they have a tangible way to 

contribute and participate.  

• Reinforce the new beginning with 4 things: consistency, a quick success of some kind, a 

symbol of the new identity, celebration of success 


