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In just a few weeks, everything changed. Hopes that we would soon return to normal quickly
faded as the COVID-19 pandemic swept the world. Christian leaders have been forced to deal
with the loss of in-person gatherings, devastating financial hits, and the heightened anxiety of
facing a future with no clear understanding of what it may look like. What does ministry require
now? And how can those who feel the burden of leading in this unprecedented context be
equipped for their calling?For decades, Tod Bolsinger has helped leaders learn to adapt to a
rapidly changing world that seminary training had not prepared them for. Now he has provided a
unique resource applying some of his key insights to the current global crisis. Leadership for a
Time of Pandemic draws from Tod's popular book Canoeing the Mountains to describe the
basics of adaptive leadership in uncharted territory. Then, in a preview of his forthcoming book
Tempered Resilience: How Leaders Are Formed in the Crucible of Change, he focuses on how
to create a rule of life in order to stay resilient.This brief, timely audiobook is an ideal resource for
leadership teams to explore together. Christian leaders in any context will find wisdom and
encouragement to provide the kind of resilient leadership that has never been so necessary.
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THE NEW UNCHARTED TERRITORYIN LESS THAN A MONTH literally everything we
assumed about what a church does changed. Sunday morning services? Small groups?
Committee meetings? Programs on our church campus? All cancelled—even Easter Sunday
services.As the days of shelter-in-place turned into weeks and weeks turned into months, most
experts acknowledged that the global pandemic that has led to tens of thousands of deaths is
likely to be more like a “little ice age” than a long winter or a stormy blizzard.1 While churches
and schools rapidly transitioned to meeting online, hopes that we would soon return to normal all
quickly and worrisomely faded. As leaders hoped that our once roaring economy, bustling
restaurants and bars, students in classrooms on school campuses, church sanctuaries filled
with worshipers, and bank accounts filled with donations would instantly reappear, many were
immediately dealing with large-scale layoffs and furloughs, devastating losses in income and
investments, and the heightened anxiety of facing a future with no clear understanding at all of
what that future may look like.So now what does ministry look like in this changing world? What
kind of strength, wisdom, character, and discernment do we need to lead well? How do we
clarify what should never change and at the same time prepare to let go of many things that are
dear to us? What does it mean to be adaptive leaders who are able to go into uncharted territory
when everybody has been thrust into it at the same time? And how can we who feel the burden
of leading in this unprecedented, changing world be formed for the call that we have been given?
About twelve years ago, I heard a whisper for the first time. It was a pastor who was deeply
discouraged and trying to make sense of why so much effort and faithfulness seemed to bear
such little fruit. Over the years I would hear it over and over again: “Seminary didn’t train me for
this, Tod.”Back then, I was serving a congregation as their senior pastor and on a commission to
prepare my denomination for the future. I had also started doing consulting and coaching in
leading change with church and nonprofit leaders. On one particular day, I was stunned when
three of my colleagues all resigned from their churches. There were no affairs or scandals or
renunciations of faith—just three good servants all throwing in the towel, overwhelmed by the
task in front of them.The circumstances were as different as the pastors themselves, but there



was one thing they all had in common: their churches were struggling because so many of the
approaches and assumptions of the past were no longer working. The pastors hadn’t changed
their beliefs; the churches hadn’t changed their values. The world around them had changed.
And it was continuing to do so at an even more rapid pace.In one generation, the place of
Christianity within culture dramatically shifted as we experienced what theologians and
sociologists of religion call the “death of Christendom.” Christendom isn’t Christian faith.
Christendom is the culture that supports Christian faith, giving Christianity privilege, priority, and
place in our society. Christendom was the Los Angeles Times publishing a week’s worth of Bible
readings in 1963, and thousands of small towns being developed with a library, courthouse, and
the “First Church of (whoever got there first)” in the town square. Christendom was churches that
were thriving because everybody in town knew that their boss at work would be taking notice of
who was a good churchgoer. Everybody, including most non-Christians, held pretty similar
Christian values.Most of us pastors had been trained by seminaries and in denominational
structures that believed that if we focused our attention in this Christendom world on good
preaching of the Scriptures, attentive pastoral care, and a few relevant programs for kids and
youth, then all would be well.But over the past generation, those assumptions have been called
into question. Churches of all kinds have seen diminishing attendance. Millennials are leaving
the churches that raised them at the rate of one million a year, and the number of nones—those
who, when asked on demographic form what religion they belong to, answer “none”—is climbing
at skyrocketing rates. Many of us began to realize that the training that we received needed to be
augmented with a different kind of leadership.And the pace of change was just speeding up.In
2015 I published a book about leadership in uncharted territory. That book uses the metaphor of
Lewis and Clark’s expedition as a way of describing the kind of adaptive leadership that is
needed when you go “off the map” and face challenges for which you have no expertise.
Adaptive leadership teaches us to build trust through forming relational “holding environments,”
to expect to experience loss when we let go of deeply held behaviors and expectations, and to
become people who can learn as we go. It teaches us that we have to learn to manage
competing values and to deal with sabotage and resistance—by the very people we are called
to lead.Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory has already sold
nearly ninety thousand copies. Over the past five years I have traveled half a million miles to
three different continents and spoken to over two hundred churches and groups of pastors and
leaders. Everywhere I have been, there were church leaders all trying to learn how to lead when
the “world in front of you is nothing like the world behind you.” And especially when those
changes are coming so rapidly. Eighteen hundred years of Christendom expectations in the
West have changed in one generation. It’s not just the change that is so disorienting but the
speed of change.2And that was before the coronavirus.In her book Strengthening the Soul of
Your Leadership, Ruth Haley Barton describes the daunting leadership moment that many of us
feel—and have felt with even more intensity in this season of unprecedented worldwide
change.Somehow, we know that this moment is different. This is not about making a brilliant



career move. It is not about security. It is not about success or failure or anything else the ego
wants for us. It is not about choosing among several attractive options. This is about the Spirit of
God setting us on our feet and telling us, “This is yours to do.”3In this little book you will be
offered two tools for leading resiliently through rapid change. I give no predictions and no sure-
fire prescriptions. Instead I want to draw from the best of leadership literature and Christian
spiritual formation to offer a way of leading and a process of leadership formation. The first
teaches us how to lead when rapidly changing environments reveal a genuine lack of expertise;
the second forms us with the strength and flexibility needed to fulfill the call on our lives to lead
at this moment.This book draws on the heart of Canoeing the Mountains by giving a brief
overview of adaptive leadership. It then offers a part of a chapter from my new book, Tempered
Resilience: How Leaders Are Formed in the Crucible of Change, which focuses on creating a
rule of life for staying resilient when experiencing the vulnerability of leadership in uncharted
territory.In an interview during the fear and uncertainty post-9/11, leadership author Margaret
Wheatley wrote,The primary way to prepare for the unknown is to attend to the quality of our
relationships, to how well we know and trust one another. . . . There is one core principle for
developing these relationships. People must be engaged in meaningful work together if they are
to transcend individual concerns and develop new capacities.4It is my hope that this little book
will be read together by teams of people who are committed to forming better, healthier, more
trust-filled partnerships that indeed transcend individual concerns (as profoundly real as they
are!) and who develop the wisdom and resilience to lead their organizations through the new
little ice age into the “new normal” that awaits us.

WHAT KIND OF LEADERSHIP IS NEEDED?ADAPTIVE LEADERSHIPIn their book Leadership
on the Line, Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky describe adaptive challenges as the work
confronting a leader when there is no known fix to a problem. It’s when “best practices” are
irrelevant, when there is no “expertise” at hand, no personal experience to draw on that is
relevant to the challenge of the moment. When a leader and an organization are facing a sudden
disruption, a completely unforeseen “black swan” event, or uncharted territory, a different kind of
leadership is needed. It’s like when Meriwether Lewis, William Clark, Sacagawea, and the expert
river navigators that made up the Corps of Discovery looked over the Lemihi Pass in
Montana.Their commission had been to navigate from the fork where the Missouri River emptied
into the Mississippi River in St. Charles, Missouri, to the source of the Missouri River and to find
the connection to the Columbia River that would provide an all-water route from the Pacific
Ocean to the Atlantic. After eighteen months of traveling upstream, a long winter with the
Mandan tribe in North Dakota, a strenuous passage over the Great Falls of Montana, and a
winding, long slog up a rapidly dwindling creek, they had indeed found the source of the
Missouri. Following a short hike to the top of the pass, Meriwether Lewis and his scouting party
expected to find another stream that would become the Columbia River and propel them
downstream to the Pacific Ocean and the accomplishment of their mission: finding a navigable



water route across the continent. Those dreams were disrupted when this band of expert river
explorers discovered that they were instead facing hundreds of miles of foreboding Rocky
Mountains with steep, soaring peaks that made water navigation impossible.
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Nate Schill, “Ministry in uncharted territory.... Daily life during the coronavirus pandemic has
presented its share of challenges, from reorienting priorities to events that pull at the very fabric
of our hearts. In the midst of making potentially long-lasting adjustments, where does church
leadership fit when the future is uncertain and there is little (or no) previous experience to pull
from?In his new e-book, Tod Bolsinger answers those questions with surveying the landscape of
ministry in uncharted territory. The model of “adaptive leadership” is presented as a helpful way
for church leaders “when you find yourself without a map and recognizing that you have to lead
your people into a reality where the world in front of you is nothing like the world behind you.” In a
scenario like this, transformation succeeds through the deliberate practice of technical
competence, relational congruence, and adaptive capacity.As a book that is brief and
accessible, leaders will benefit from this work in coming alongside the needs of their people.
One of those needs is the skill of listening, starting with God, and Bolisinger includes Genesis
12, Mark 8, and John 15 as supportive passages. I would have liked to see more written in this
section, emphasizing a dependence on the Spirit in a time like this, with subsequent scripture
passages; however, this is only a minor critique to (perhaps) enhance the wealth of useful and
practical wisdom contained in these pages.Disclaimer: I have not read Bolsinger’s previous
book, "Canoeing the Mountains" ... From the quotations and end notes, this work seems to serve
as a bridge book between that work and his forthcoming, "Tempered Resilience" (Nov 2020). I
plan to read both in order to gain a better understanding and vision for leading in times of vast
uncertainty.”

HILERY L WARD JR, “Really enjoyed this read. Pastors and church leaders please do yourself
and your church a favor and read the great books by Bolsinger. Canoeing the Mountains is
outstanding and I’m lookin forward to the latest addition. So grateful for resources to help us all
navigate the new normal.”

John Dobbs, “Excellent as Expected. This short book is, I suppose, a brief entry into his new
book. I appreciated the principles introduced here and look forward to reading more. Even
though this book is brief, it is rich and well worth your time.”

Ebook Library Reader, “A must read for all leaders!. This book is great for church leaders but
anyone in any work environment can benefit from it. It turns on light bulbs in your thinking and
should be a discussion experience for all.”

Texas H, “Great short book on leading adaptive change. This book is short but packs in a lot of
wisdom on adaptive change drawing on the work of Ron Heifetz and Edwin Friedman. I think
every church leadership team should study this book as a group.”



Nathan Williams, “Very good short read about leadership. It was worth it to read this book for the
encouragement to slow down, observe, and listen as you lead.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Worth Reading. A short but pointed call to lead from a perspective
beyond the norm. Not enough leaders want to take the time to listen. This book calls for a
change.”

Warren, “Helpful and concise. A helpful and concise book for leaders anywhere and anytime. A
great resource for teams. The reminder to observe and listen before actions is helpful. Good
sources and links for further learning are provided.”

Andrew the Canadian, “Timely book to read.. Written shortly after the beginning of the pandemic
Bolsinger's book is insightful and thought provoking, filled with perceptive comments and apt
examples.”

The book by Tod E.  Bolsinger has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 111 people have provided feedback.
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