What Is the Self-Renewing Congregation?
Some organizations, it seems, act more “intelligently” than others.  They are open to new ideas, flexible in their outlook, thoughtful in their policies, and therefore better able to adapt to their changing environments.  The wisdom of these organizations is different from, and not entirely dependent upon, the intelligence of the individuals within them.  Smart, capable people working in isolation, or competing with one another, do not add up to a smart organization.  The effectiveness of an organization is dependent on the synergy between its members.

Moreover, the “intelligence” of an organization is not a permanent characteristic.  An organization that demonstrates its acumen, flexibility and resilience in one era may, as many did, lose these capacities a few years later.  Thus, rather than using an adjective to describe what such an organization is, it seems more appropriate to use an adverb, which would emphasize what it does:  It scans and interprets its environment in search of potential issues and problems, explores a range of possible new directions, takes action, assesses the outcome of its actions, and without missing a beat, begins the cycle anew.  This organization not only articulates its vision but also monitors its progress toward that vision, and it is on the lookout for ways in which the vision is incomplete and in need of revision.  In the words of Peter Senge, an organizational development consultant, this organization “is continually expanding its capacity to create its future.”
Senge and others have used the term “learning organization” to characterize institutions that engage in this continuous cycle of action and reflection.  Some who have applied the concept of the learning organization to congregations have used the term “learning congregation.” By contrast, I have chosen the term “self-renewing” to emphasize the reflexive and cyclical nature of this activity, the fact that much of the learning is internal, and that the learning is incomplete without concomitant action.

Four capacities are the cornerstones to congregational self renewal.  These are collective capacities, over and above the individual abilities of congregants and staff.  Each capacity enables the congregation to do the seemingly paradoxical—to hold fast to both ends of an apparent dilemma.  They are:

· Thinking back and thinking ahead—being both reflective and proactive.
· Enabling leaders to follow and followers to lead—practicing collaborative leadership.
· Seeing both the forest and the trees—creating community among diverse individuals.
· Honoring the past while anticipating the future—balancing tradition and change.
Excerpted from The Self-Renewing Congregation by Isa Aron, Ph. D., pp. 8-10
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