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“Experimental Ministry: Ideas for fostering a missional culture that nurtures initiative, creative 
thinking, and risk taking in your ministry.” (taken from the PCC Strategic Plan, 2016) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leadership expert Ron Heifetz (book “Leadership Without Easy Answers”)  
says there are two types of challenges 

Technical Challenges: challenges we understand for which we have tried and tested 
solutions (eg. A committee needs new members, so we recruit) 
Adaptive Challenges: challenges that 1] we are not clear what the real issues are, and    
2] We do not know what the solution is….. 

 
A tension is created that organization psychologist Edgar Schein describes it this way: 

• The feeling / conviction that “we have to do something” creates (what he calls) survival 
anxiety 

• The feeling / conviction that “we don’t know what to do” creates (what he calls) 
learning anxiety 

 
Edgar Schein says the way to get by this past the impasse is learning: 

• Becoming clear on the real nature of the challenge 

• Learn what can be a real solution that addresses the real challenge 
 

So how do you do that…..?                           Here is one way that works 
 
Design Thinking 
 
1] EMPATHIZE (seeking understanding) 

The Empathize mode seeks to understand the people as much as the challenge itself. It 
is your effort to understand the way they do things and why, their physical and 
emotional needs, how they think about world, and what is meaningful to them and how 
these things come to bear upon the challenge they face.  

 
 



2] DEFINE (seeking insights) 
This mode is sensemaking. Try to understand both the small details and the “big 
picture” and find the take-aways from what you’ve learned. Then craft a brief, sharp, 
meaningful and actionable problem statement. “Framing the right problem is the only 
way to define the right solution.”  Example: “Many children do not like doing homework 
so they waste their time and then complain that homework takes too long. How might 
we help them be more efficient and focused on their homework?” 

 
3] IDEATE (brainstorming)  

Brainstorm solutions. Encourage creative solutions…hold nothing back! “It’s not about 
coming up with the ‘right’ idea, it’s about generating the broadest range of 
possibilities.” While brainstorming defer judgment – that is, separating the generation 
of ideas from the evaluation of ideas. Choose 1 – 2 ideas to more forward step.  
 

4] PROTOTYPING  (applied learning) 
In prototyping you bring together what you think is the real challenge with what you 
think might be a solution by creating something that addresses the challenge and meets 
the needs. You want to create a prototype that is: modest in scale, simple to make and 
execute, doesn’t cost much, something to try for a short period of time. Goal is to try it 
on a limited scale for the sake of learning: to gain more understanding about the actual 
challenge and what will really address the challenge.  
 

5] TESTING (applying for learning) 
Testing is the opportunity to learn MORE about the challenge, the challenged people 
and the solution. Try out your prototype on a limited scale over a limited time period. 
Help people simply experience the prototype, come to their own understanding about it 
and formulate their own evaluations about it. After the test period, seek feedback to 
learn two things: 1] What new things have we learned about the real challenge?            
2] What new things have we learned about the needed solution? 
 
How does Design Thinking… 

“nurture initiative”: empathetic listening fosters compassion in us, that prompts 
us to act in response 
“creative thinking”: IDEATE step welcomes it 
“experimental ministry”:  the entire process is experimental by its very nature 
“risk taking”: addressing the issue through prototypes with the goal of learning. 
The small scale of prototypes and the goal to learn diminishes the feeling of risk. 
Developing a prototype that works strengthens confidence that you can do what 
you want to do and this will help you do it….so you are willing to take the bigger 
risk of scaling it up.  

 
Further Resources:                   d.School at Stanford University:    www.dschool.stanford.edu 

Peter Coutts Website:                      www.choosingchange.ca/pcc 

 


