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By Rob Meiksens and Christi Murn

Pastor Dee Anderson demonstrates leadership by building the leadership capacity of others. Anderson is a Board Director for Granville Interfaith Program for Older Adults and Pastor of Granville Presbyterian Church on Milwaukee’s Northwest side.  Granville Interfaith Program was created over 20 years ago as one of the affiliates of Interfaith Older Adult Programs. It runs a Neighborhood Outreach Program to help older adults live as independently as possible for as long as possible. For most of its history, Granville Interfaith was most visibly known for its Senior Center. Representatives of various churches on Milwaukee’s Northwest side comprised the original Board. Pastor Dee joined the Board soon after its inception and was one of several pastors representing congregations on the Board.
Over time, the Board of Directors of Granville Interfaith transitioned from a majority of pastors to people who are eligible to be the organization’s clients and represent the member congregations.  They had been governing a well funded, smoothly running organization that was very happy and served its clients well.  

In the middle of 2008, Granville Interfaith faced a significant fiscal crisis -- loss government funding of the Senior Center.  It was clear that the Center itself would have to close, but that also meant a new challenge for the Neighborhood Outreach Program.  The Senior Center was home for the Outreach Program and provided revenue for it through rentals for weddings, meetings, etc.  This fiscal crisis meant a new day for the Board, and some very tough decisions loomed.
Practicing Faith Outside Church Walls
Dee Anderson is an exception to the rule of Board Directors at Granville Interfaith.  He is one of the youngest members of the Board, and he is also the only remaining congregational leader.  “My congregations want me to do this work for Granville Interfaith.  They see my involvement on the Board as an expression of their mission to help the community,” Anderson said.
Anderson used that commitment to serve to help Granville Interfaith navigate the crisis.  His sense of service was to the older adults who are clients of the organization, but also to his fellow Board Directors at Granville Interfaith.  Although he is not an officer of the Board, he felt it was partly his job to help those officers to effectively fulfill their obligations.  Recognition of what he was doing to help the organization was far less important than using this opportunity to enhance and strengthen the Board’s ability to fulfill its governance role.

The Transition Team: Enabling Others to Lead
At Anderson’s suggestion, the Board of Directors started moving ahead by forming what has been called the Transition Team. The Team included the President of the Board, two other Board Directors, staff leadership and Anderson.  The Transition Team was tasked to navigate the orderly closure of the Center and make recommendations to the full Board about how the organization as a whole should proceed.  It was a team that was small enough to respond quickly to challenges and opportunities of the situation, and take action as needed.
The Team’s structure was always very open and cooperative.  The meetings started with Anderson asking what each member of the team needed to discuss or bring up based on what had happened since the previous meeting.  The group then reached consensus on the most critical topics and addressed them first.  As a result, each of the members of the Team felt that their voice was important and valued. That, in turn, strengthened their commitment to be involved and take action.

As the weeks went by, each time the Team met, each member took on responsibility to help the organization move forward by volunteering, either proactively or in response to a request.  For example, a staff member and a Board Director became active in starting a first-ever fund development program. They met with representatives of several foundations – for both of them, this was a first.  Another staff member and a Board Director assumed responsibility for tasks associated with closing the Center, including the sale of furniture and equipment.  The Board President’s role was to take the Team’s deliberations and recommendations to the Board.

Anderson steered the Transition Team, and was involved with each of the steps that needed to be taken, but was never in the lead.  During discussions about whether the organization should remain independent or merge in with Central Interfaith, Anderson would raise the topics, and offer at least two views that he thought would be reasonable choices. Then, he asked the Team to discuss the choices and decide.  Given the Team’s lack of experience in these matters, this proved very helpful. The Team had a place to begin deliberations and either choice would be positive.
Outcomes
In the end, the Board of Granville Interfaith chose to remain as an independent organization for at least 12 months.  The Center closed in an orderly fashion and programs were moved to other locations.  The Neighborhood Outreach Program remains as active as before, newly housed through a generous in-kind donation from Abiding Savior Lutheran Church. More than $7,000 has been raised already, including gifts from every Board Director.  Requests are pending for an additional $35,000.

When asked why he didn’t simply assume the role of President of the Board, given the enormous impact his leadership has had, Anderson responded, “No, I like it that this is their Board because it is their organization.  I like seeing them take on active roles, and watching them grow in the process.  That is what is important.”
An Engaged Board
Through this process, and with Anderson’s guidance, the Board of Directors at Granville Interfaith is now more active than it has ever been.  One Board Director said, “You know, a little while ago I was going to quit the Board because we never did anything.  But now, since this all began, we are tackling real issues and getting things done.  I’m staying!  I’m excited!”
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