Transition Dynamics: The Bishop

Here are some of the common dynamics among diocesan leaders that emerge when a bishop leaves and the process
to select a new bishop begins. The assumption is that the Bishop has been in-place long enough to have had a
significant impact on the diocese and to have established deep working relationships. The Bishop may be moving
onto a new position, retiring or leaving because of illness or changes in life circumstances. The ways of working that
had been created will change. The nature of relationships will change. Leaders in the diocese will begin to
experience concerns and hopes about the basic ways of working that have been in place and about their place in the
organization. New choices will present themselves.

The Way Things Have Been

v

Announcement of Bishop’s departure

Denial of the implications of the transition

Feelings focused on anxiety

Avoidance of openly exploring feelings
Considering leaving for a new diocese, emotional
withdrawal, various forms of fantasizing

Acceptance of the new reality

. Awareness of anxiety and excitement. Acceptance of mixed feelings

. Associations made in people’s feelings and thoughts about other
experiences of loss.

Common Behaviors in Individuals and System

Divisions in the diocese that have been under the surface
begin to emerge, i.e., between parties, between departing
bishop and individuals.

Gossip & rumors bring increased tension

Cynical stance taken by some

Passivity - not showing up, being late & leaving early,
emotionally “flat”

Sudden terminations, cut offs

Idealization of the past or the bishop and/or demonizing the
past or the bishop

Overworking on small matters and not attending to larger
goals

Excessive focus on what is happening to the departing
bishop

Common Behaviors in Individuals and System

. Exploring other times of transitions and loss

. Staying productive in work; addressing present needs and goals

. Reflective silence

. Emotionally alive

. Openness to participating in search process for new bishop. Working
on how to incorporate the new bishop, how to brief the new bishop on
the system (from the perspective of the new bishop); how to build a
new team; how to establish a new working relationship

. Need to explore options - is it time for you to look for a new role to
play in the diocese, to recommit to this one, etc.?

. Productive management of one’s own conflict mode -Collaborate,
Compete, Avoid, Accommodate, Compromise; also can look at through
lens of MBTI

*  Appropriate sharing with departing bishop and other leaders re.
feelings, appreciation, etc. Completing any “unfinished emotional
business early in the process

o Naming the challenges before the diocese.

During the transition it’s important for leaders to create a space of hospitality for themselves and others in the diocese. This
might include offering opportunities to reflect on the past, the “here & now”, and the possible futures. Doing any such reflection in
a manner that provides adequate emotional safety and distance from the pressures of the diocese. Such opportunities can be
initiated by the departing bishop, an interim or provisional bishop, a transition team or other group. Both the bishop and the
other diocesan leaders need to “let go” of one another. Behavior that shows intimacy and openness will diminish, the existing
patterns of control and influence will weaken, and even the customary signs of inclusion will fade. This can be managed in a way
that is graceful. It can also be ignored or poorly done; in which case there will be emotional problems that will haunt the

departing bishop and the diocese.

It’s also important for the departing bishop to:

* Allow the other leaders to struggle; avoid attempts to “save” them; do not create detailed plans for what is to happen after
departure; also do not accept a “lame duck” position; do not leave before you have left.
* Identify work and goals that are significant “unfinished business” for the diocese. Write a few pages that identify 3 or 4

major challenges before the diocese.

* Focus on his/her own departure process. The bishop needs to experience the death of what has been and his/her

excitement about the future.
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