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Learning Innovation at Death’s Door

Tod Bolsinger

The chart said, Age: 26. I gulped. 
That was my age, too. 
He was lying in a hospital bed laboring to breathe while the 

monitor showed his heart steadily slowing down. His mother read the 
psalms aloud at the foot of his bed. Every few lines she would say in a strong 
voice, “It’s okay, darling, you can go. Jesus is waiting for you. I love you, but 
it’s okay. You can go.” 

Quietly, I slipped into the room. The mother smiled weakly when she 
glanced at my name badge. “Are you the chaplain?” “I’m the chaplain in-
tern,” I said, hoping that she wouldn’t be disappointed. I was called to be 
with you and your son.” She nodded for me to sit down. 

Over the next hour or so, the mother and I sat in that awkward but holy 
silence that marks a vigil. I prayed silently; she read aloud. She continued to 
will her son, whose body was so ravaged from the effects of the AIDS virus, 
to release into a loving and healing eternity. Finally, the monitor registered 
that her son had indeed done so. 
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One beat later, it registered with her. “No!” She screamed, “Come 
back—I’m not ready for you to go!” 

I stood there as her cries turned to sobs, turned to gentle weeping, 
turned to a deep sigh. I had been trained to stand still. To pray silently. To 
be present. To fight back the anxiety that wanted to comfort with platitudes. 
I calmed myself. Finally, she looked up at me. “Thank you for being here,” 
she said. We joined hands and gently touched the young man who was once 
the little boy she had held in her arms. And I prayed for us all. 

I was barely three weeks into an intensive summer quarter of clini-
cal pastoral education training, and I had just experienced my first person 
dying. Before the summer was out, I would be with five more, three on the 
same day. I was a year away from my seminary graduation and two years 
away from my ordination, and I believed at that time that what I was doing 
in that hospital was becoming equipped to offer crisis care to people in the 
future congregation that I hoped to pastor. 

Years later, when I held the naked body of one of my elders as he died 
in my arms, held the hand of a three-year-old child who was clutching a 
teddy bear as he was preparing to have a brain tumor removed, and held my 
Bible and spoke trembling words to comfort a community of young adults 
who were burying their friend and her son in the same grave, I would look 
back on the training of CPE and give thanks for what I had learned. Even 
more, those who have done CPE training know that the most challenging 
aspect of an intensive in pastoral crisis chaplaincy, however, is actually not 
learning how to minister to others in those situations but what you learn 
about yourself from peer and supervisor feedback, structured reflection as-
signments, and robust group discussion.

What most seminarians discover in a good CPE experience or an in-
ternship with an experienced pastor is that even more lasting than the pas-
toral skills they learn about entering into a ministry situation are the fruits 
of the personal reflection honed through the writing of verbatims, the dis-
cussions with a supervisor, and the deconstruction with peers.1 It’s not just 
the work that changes you but also the group. But what I wouldn’t realize 
for years after was that, in the middle of that hard summer facing both the 
reality of death and the even more painful reality of my own insecurities 
and fears, I was being prepared for an even more difficult calling than help-
ing people face grief. 
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Today, I am a senior administrator in a large seminary, an organiza-
tional leadership consultant, and a researcher and professor of organiza-
tional change leadership. What I didn’t know almost half my life ago was 
that as I was standing in that hospital room learning how to help a mother 
face the loss of a son, I was also learning the core skills for helping whole 
congregations or faculties of higher education face and address the painful 
reality that the church and institution they love needs to change or it will die. 

In my work as a consultant, I am struck by how overwhelmed many 
leaders feel when facing the rapid pace of cultural change and the requisite 
need for an innovative response. To be clear, many avoid these moments 
and fall back into the unending tasks that can easily fill a day. And more 
than once a pastor or executive director has whispered to me, “Seminary 
didn’t prepare me for this.” 

As Christendom in the West gives way and Christianity loses its place 
of privilege in the culture, more and more church leaders are needing to 
find new ways of being the church for an increasingly unchurched culture.2 
Seminaries and church councils alike are feeling the need to not only pass 
on the faith and the traditions, cultivate formation for faithfulness and spir-
itual vitality, and teach the skills of biblical exegesis, ethical discernment, 
and theological thinking but also, increasingly, to equip faith leaders with 
an entrepreneurial capacity, innovative thinking, and creative collaboration 
as a way to respond to a world of cultural disruption. In an era of disrup-
tive startups, there is hope that a new kind of innovative, entrepreneurial 
Christian leader will emerge to bring a resurgence of Spirit-filled energy 
and hope to a moribund church in exile that lacks the capacity even to imag-
ine let alone to see new possibilities. 

Much is being written about how education in general and higher 
and theological education in particular must develop the perception and 
the capacity to wisely innovate in matters of curriculum, teaching, and 
scholarship,3 but in this essay I want to suggest that—if intentionally re-
framed—there is already much within our current ministry training prac-
tices to cultivate that “spirit of adventure” in Christian leaders with entre-
preneurial and adaptive capacity. In short, the kind of capacities that have 
long been part of CPE training and field education, if reframed for a differ-
ent “pain point,” have within them far more potential to form entrepreneur-
ial and innovative leaders than we have imagined. 

LEARNING INNOVATION AT DEATH’S DOOR
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Learning and Loss

Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky have written, “People don’t resist 
change; they resist loss.”4 And indeed, the very heart of innovative, adap-
tive thinking is that adaptive leadership requires learning and results in loss. 
Since adaptive leadership and innovation are required when “best prac-
tices” and the technical fixes of experts no longer work, then innovative, 
adaptive leadership begins when a leader can admit that she doesn’t have a 
ready answer and can prepare herself and her community for the inevitable, 
necessary, and painful losses of status, identity, and cherished preferences 
needed to accomplish their missional objective.5 As Heifetz puts it, “Leader-
ship on adaptive challenges generates loss. Learning is often painful. One 
person’s innovation can cause another person to feel incompetent, betrayed, 
or irrelevant.”6 

Once we understand that leading change requires helping an organi-
zation and its people to face and adapt to loss in order to address their big-
gest challenges, then we can immediately recognize the great capacity that 
is already present within most ministerial skill sets. Every pastor who has 
served more than a few years has had to sit with another person as they 
faced the crushing darkness and grief of an unimaginable future without 
a loved one—every pastor. Along with paramedics and nurses, pastors are 
usually the persons in a community who have been face to face with the 
most death, loss, and grief. This, of course, is why most denominations in-
sist that every seminarian have at least some experience in chaplaincy—of-
ten in a hospital and very often right at the point of pain and crisis. 

But what is also true is that pastors who can gently, capably, and car-
ingly guide individuals through the grief of loss and the change of life that 
loss has thrust upon them often feel overwhelmed by the organizational 
task at hand, the corporate anxiety permeating the “emotional field,”7 the 
very real potential for failure, and the sense of their inability to walk with 
an organization through a similar loss and grief that a changing world is 
bringing upon them, their ministry, and their mission. 

Why Leadership Programs Fail

In 2014, McKinsey & Company wrote a report on their research on the 
failure of leadership development programs in both academic and corpo-
rate settings.8 Their two leading critiques focused on the tendency of lead-
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ership programs to overlook the leadership context and to “decouple reflec-
tion from real work.” In field education, apprenticeship work, and clinical 
pastoral education, both of these critiques are resolved in the very structure 
of the learning. When an intern writes verbatims, discusses case studies, or 
debriefs experiences with an intentionally academic and self-reflective pos-
ture, learning follows. According to Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal, “Expe-
rience, one often hears, is the best teacher, but that is true only if you reflect 
on it and extract its real lessons.”9 When that reflection includes an empha-
sis on self-awareness, strategizing for future experiences, and learning from 
mistakes and failures, wisdom is developed. This kind of learning is central 
to both the pastoral task and the development of innovative capacity. As-
tro Teller, the head of X (formerly Google X), runs the “Moonshot” projects 
of Google that are exploring the development of new technologies such as 
Google Glass and the Google driverless car. For Teller, the key to innovation 
is to fearlessly focus on real and really big problems and to “run at all the 
hardest parts of the problems first.”10 Innovation, Teller would remind us, 
usually comes through lots of experimentation—and failure. We don’t often 
think of internships and CPE units as places for experimentation, but just as 
Atul Gawande reminds us that surgeons are trained through cutting on hu-
man beings, we actually learn our way in ministry by practicing on people.11 
And that awareness alone should both focus our attention and deepen the 
effectiveness of our learning. 

The problem, of course, is that in most schools field education require-
ments and CPE training consists of one or two courses in a much larger and 
mostly standard academic curriculum that is weighted far more to theory 
than to practice. The field education, internship, or apprenticeship require-
ment is dwarfed by the requirement to read thousands of pages of theo-
retical content, listen to hundreds of hours of lectures, and write numerous 
papers that may or may not be connected to a sociocultural context, require 
any self-reflection, or address any of the challenges that ministry leaders 
face every day—especially helping their own people face necessary losses. 

But the key here is that in the same way that the self-awareness that 
leads a chaplain intern to realize that his desire to quote the Scriptures to 
a grieving mother is more about his own anxiety than because the mother 
needs to hear them, the leader who is trying to bring change will not be able 
to see any new opportunities until she is able to recognize the fixed limita-
tions of her current mental models because of her own anxieties and fears. 

LEARNING INNOVATION AT DEATH’S DOOR
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This is profoundly common when the leader is overwhelmed by current 
circumstances. 

In Isaiah 43:18–19, the God of the Exodus says to the people of God in 
exile, “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old, I am about 
to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” The answer, of 
course, is no. They couldn’t see the new thing because they were both over-
whelmed by their current exilic state and trapped by memories of their past. 
Three chapters later, Isaiah will call the people of God to a new remember-
ing of what God had done and to faithful obedience to that God, but the 
prophet must first command the people to stop looking back or they will be 
unable to see the new thing that God is doing in their midst, even in captiv-
ity in Babylon. 

Rabbi and family systems therapist Edwin Friedman articulates it this 
way: “When any relationship system is imaginatively gridlocked, it can-
not get free simply through more thinking about the problem. Conceptu-
ally stuck systems cannot become unstuck simply by trying harder. For a 
fundamental reorientation to occur, that spirit of adventure which optimizes 
serendipity and which enables new perceptions beyond the control of our 
thinking processes must happen first.”12 

Overcoming imaginative gridlock. Developing a spirit of adventure. 
How can we develop more of these capabilities? Let me offer three lessons 
that most of us learned in our early supervised ministry experiences that, 
if leveraged more fully, could lead to the development of more innovative 
change leaders. 

1.	 Differentiation: How to be in the chaos but not of it

2.	 Empathy: The shortcut to innovative solutions to real problems

3.	 Relationships: The team you need to develop resilience

Differentiation: How to Be in the Chaos but Not of It

Entering a room filled with grieving people is not easy, not even for 
a pastor or chaplain trained for such moments. The swirl of emotions, the 
unspoken questions, and the disorienting bewilderment can feel debilitat-
ing. Entering a room filled with faculty facing consecutive years of dwin-
dling enrollment and shrinking budgets, or a church council meeting com-
ing to grips with giving shortfalls and necessary changes to beloved staff or 
meaningful programs, is equally fraught with engulfing emotions. Anxiety 
is contagious, and whether in a hospital room, faculty lounge, or a church 
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council board room, the longing for survival and the reality of mortality of 
either a beloved person or community can quickly become overwhelming.

For Friedman, the most effective response to the emotional riptide of 
anxiety caused either by an immediate crisis or by a larger leadership mo-
ment is the “spirit of adventure” that enables new perceptions, creativity, 
and courage. This spirit of adventure is the result of a psychological sepa-
ration from “surrounding emotional processes” that enables a broadening 
of perspective and ability to see or hear things differently than others in 
the organizational system, a trait that is even more necessary for innova-
tion than the capacity to generate new ideas or “think outside the box.”13 
This emotional separation while remaining in relationship with others in 
the system is what the Bowenian school of psychological thought calls “self-
differentiation,”14 and for Friedman this is the core attribute of innovative 
leaders who persist in the face of the understandable resistance that is pres-
ent when people are anxious about loss. 

 As Friedman puts it, “The key . . . is the leader’s own self-differenti-
ation, by which I mean his or her capacity to be a non-anxious presence, a 
challenging presence, a well-defined presence, and a paradoxical presence. 
Differentiation is not about being coercive, manipulative, reactive, pursuing 
or invasive, but being rooted in the leader’s own sense of self rather than fo-
cused on that of his or her followers.”15 For Friedman, the capacity to stand 
in a room of grieving people and be a calm, comforting presence, to lead a 
memorial service with both attentiveness and strength, and to manage one’s 
own anxiety in order to keep from falling into shallow clichés is the same 
capacity needed to be able to take risks and lead people into the unknown 
of new ministry changes that could possibly result in loss.16 

Empathy: The Shortcut to Innovative Solutions to Real Problems

If there is a core pastoral counseling skill, it would have to be the abil-
ity to listen with empathy to another person’s life and experience, to offer 
the care of presence that attunes so deeply to others that our brains literally 
begin to function in such a way that “we can experience others as if from 
within their own skin, as well as from within our own.”17 I want to reframe 
empathy as more than a traditional category of pastoral functioning; it is also 
as a means of developing innovative leaders for a church that is in desperate 
need of new thinking and a new type of leadership. 

LEARNING INNOVATION AT DEATH’S DOOR
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Along with the growing awareness of how emotional intelligence en-
ables leaders to build highly effective teams imbued with the trust that al-
lows them to function collaboratively is the growing recognition that empa-
thy is more than a “soft skill.” Empathy is being acknowledged as a capacity 
that gives a company an innovative, competitive advantage. A New York 
Times Magazine article titled “What Google Learned from Its Quest to Build 
the Perfect Team” revealed that the digital behemoth known for mining 
big data to understand the keys to launching successful products discov-
ered that the keys to successful teams lay in something much more tangible: 
How well team members listened to each other. “The behaviors that create 
psychological safety—conversational turn-taking and empathy—are part of 
the same unwritten rules we often turn to, as individuals, when we need to 
establish a bond. And those human bonds matter as much at work as any-
where else. In fact, they sometimes matter more.”18

But what is even more revolutionary for us to consider as we think 
about developing innovative leaders is that empathy is not just a means of 
caring for people, developing effective teams, and demonstrating cross-cul-
tural sensitivity in a rapidly globalizing world19; empathy also cultivates the 
capacity to develop new ideas that make people’s lives better. When we learn, for 
example, that when we “rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those 
who weep” we aren’t just caring for people but are also enabling growth 
and inspiring acts of change, it is a short step to seeing empathy as a “hack” 
or shortcut to new expressions of ministry that are focused on real needs of 
real people that we are now far more inspired and motivated to achieve—an 
insight that product designers have already discovered. 

Innovation researcher Dan Kanzler writes, “If I had to pick one skill 
that’s fundamental for innovators, . . . it would be empathy, because of the 
way it allows us to see things from another person’s perspective. In oth-
er words, ‘How can I, as an innovator, help fill gaps and needs in people’s 
lives?’”20 For Michaela O’Donnell Long, empathy is a capacity born of inten-
tional practice and is the “starting point for designing valuable products and 
processes.”21 

In their article in the Australasian Medical Journal, Deana McDonagh and 
Joyce Thomas identify empathy as the critical skill for innovative designers 
for “more effective product outcomes.” By effective, the authors mean that 
products that are designed for users’ needs lead not only to higher prof-
its but also to the greater overall well-being of their users.22 This finding 
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has now become standard business innovation wisdom; note that the recent 
surge of Amazon to compete with Google and Apple as the world’s most 
profitable companies is attributed to Amazon’s focus on users’ needs rather 
than on solving hard technical problems.23 Empathy is the attribute most 
attested to in “human-centered design” of the most innovative products.24 

It soon becomes evident that the key skill set for helping resistant con-
gregants deal with the losses that come through change as well as for com-
ing up with creative ideas that will energize those changes depend on a skill 
that is highly developed in many religious leaders. For those of us charged 
with developing pastors and practitioners who can care for the vulnerable, 
it may be heartening to know that those same skills may someday lead to 
innovative responses and creative communities that will make those vul-
nerable lives a bit better. 

Relationships: The Team You Need to Develop Resilience 

If the differentiation learned in a hospital room and the empathy culti-
vated through pastoral counseling enable leaders to stay calm in the midst 
of the anxiety of change, identify the pain points that need addressing, and 
develop innovative and caring responses, then relationships that are culti-
vated in ministry settings could be an even more important component to 
cultivating innovative leaders. Although the leadership literature is replete 
with examples of the importance of highly functioning, healthy teams25 and 
the necessity of relationships for coming up with truly innovative ideas,26 re-
lationships also provide the critical support that allows a leader to persevere 
through the inevitable failures and resistance that come from attempting in-
novative change. As Harry Mills and Mark Dombreck note, “The quality of 
your relationships with other people influences how emotionally resilient 
you can be in the face of an emotional or physical crisis.”27 

One of the most powerful aspects of any good field education experi-
ence is the combination of both peer and supervisorial feedback that not 
only aids self-awareness and learning but enables a young leader to expe-
rience the power of the support and challenge of a group. Indeed, at Fuller 
Theological Seminary, a complete revision of the MA and MDiv curriculum 
led to the development of vocation formation groups that function as part 
of five different courses. These groups are mentor-led and also feature peer 
reflection in integration courses and apprenticeships (field education). 

LEARNING INNOVATION AT DEATH’S DOOR
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The vocation formation groups provide not only a setting for students 
to participate in corporate vocational discernment and the development of 
spiritual practices to support their vocations but also give students an op-
portunity to experience the necessity and power of utilizing both peer and 
mentor relationships as a normal part of the ministry experience and even 
as a necessary part of the life of a leader. Ronald Heifetz compares a leader’s 
relationships to the kind of garb one needs to survive foul weather: “No one 
would live in Boston without owning a winter coat. But countless people 
think that they can exercise leadership without partners.”28

Learning Innovation at the Place of Pain

In a rapidly changing world, the necessity and development of in-
novative, adaptive leaders is a compelling and critical task, especially for 
church and religious non-profit organizations in a world where the pass-
ing of Christendom has exacerbated the decline in church membership, re-
ligious devotion, and the support of religiously affiliated institutions. While 
there are many good and compelling reasons to consider the formative ap-
proaches of the business world that proliferate in leadership development 
literature, it would be short-sighted and an act of ingratitude to all of our su-
pervisors and mentors if we missed the connections that are being made in 
other fields between emotional intelligence and innovation leadership. The 
good, difficult, soul-searching and vulnerable experience of self-reflection, 
feedback, experiments, and failures that are part of field education, clini-
cal pastoral education, and apprenticeships are not only tried and true for 
forming caring pastors and practitioners but also—if reframed and reintro-
duced with a change of perspective, the literature on adaptive leadership, 
and the insights of innovative companies—rich opportunities for develop-
ing adaptive and innovative capacities. Self-differentiation, empathy, and 
relationships are not only necessary for ministry; they are also attributes 
for innovation. 

If reframed and presented in new ways, the supervised training of 
pastors for pastoral care in a church office or a hospital room will not only 
make our learners able to walk people through the change and grief of life 
but will also develop their capacity to walk whole organizations into new, 
innovative iterations of faithful mission. 
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