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FARMINGTON,	MINN.	–	Maybe it’s not change 

that causes so many problems in churches. It’s  the 

loss associated with change — and the failure to 

recognize it — that causes resistance to change 

and the problems  that go along with change. 

 

That’s the message the Rev. John Henrich, staff 

psychologist at North Central Ministry 

Development Center in New Brighton, Minn., 

brough to a plenary session at the annual Synod of 

Lakes and Prairies COM/CPM Leadership 

Conference here Jan. 28. 

 

Citing research by sociologist and urban planner 

Peter Marris, Henrich said, “People resist the 

personal losses that come with change. It’s not the 

process of change itself.” 

 

The conference drew more than 45 leaders from 

presbytery committees on ministry and 

preparation for ministry to Mt. Olivet Conference 

and Retreat Center here for the three-day event. 

 

Henrich brought what he 

called a “potpourri” of 

research and resources 

to his presentation, 

providing a background 

on change and loss 

applicable to ministers 

and congregations. 

 

Henrich quoted the late 

Jim Dittes, a longtime 

professor of pastoral 

theology and religious 

studies at Yale Divinity 

School, who wrote, “At its 

heart, ministry is grief 

work.” 

 

The loss that comes with 

change, Henrich said, is 

caused by the 

attachment to 

present 

circumstances. Just 

as the loss of a loved 

one causes grief for 

an individual, 

Henrich said change 

causes groups to go 

through the process 

of grieving. 

 

“Change is costly in 

terms of time, effort 

and temporary loss 

of con6idence and 

effectiveness,” 

Henrich said. “It’s 

hard to know in 

advance whether it’s more useful to hold on or to 

move on to something new.” 
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The	Rev.	John	Henrich	

From	left	to	right,	the	Rev.	Bob	Houser,	Central	Nebraska	(back	to	camera);	the	

Rev.	John	Pehrson,	Prospect	Hill;	Bev	Raske,	Minnesota	Valleys;	the	Rev.	Pam	

Prouty,	Minnesota	Valleys;	and	Kathryn	Breitbarth,	Twin	Cities	Area,	take	part	

in	a	small-group	discussion	following	the	presentation	by	the	Rev.	John	Henrich.	



Henrich told the story of a “stalwart” member of a 

small church in Connecticut where Henrich had 

been called. The member was one of the 6irst to 

greet him and his family on their arrival, to help 

them unload and to watch their children. 

 

But after about a year, Henrich said, change wasn’t 

coming easy. The “stalwart” member “was 

convinced this new pastor was not from God, but 

from the devil, sent to destroy her little church.” 

This “stalwart” member had “beloved traditions” 

that she feared losing. “She loved her church 

dearly,” Henrich said. 

 

In the context of congregations, Henrich explained, 

members go through much the same stages of grief 

as do individuals. Effective church leaders will be 

sensitive to the grieving process, being attentive as 

members accept the reality of loss, process the 

pain of grief, adjust to change and then 

“emotionally relocate [their] connection with the 

past and invest in the present and the future,” he 

said. 

 

Congregational leaders “must be mindful that grief 

is neither clean nor linear” and that not all 

members will grieve in the same way and at the 

same pace. “Congregation leaders,” he said, “must 

understand that grieving people are where they 

need to be [in the grieving process] whether we 

like that or not.” 

 

He pointed out that “grief can be chaotic” and that 

leaders “need to be aware that for many people, 

grieving is a signi6icant wilderness experience.” 

The	Rev.	John	Henrich	takes	part	in	a	small-group	

discussion	following	his	presentation.	


