
CM CRUCIFORM CONVERSATIONS  
“Cage The Tiger and Eat The Elephant” 
 
 
The Friendly Forest 
 

1. Read the following story from Friedman’s Fables by Edwin H. Friedman (p. 25-28). 
 

 Once upon a time in the Friendly Forest there lived a lamb who loved to graze 
and frolic about.  One day a tiger came to the forest and said to the animals, “I would 
like to live among you.”  They were delighted.  For, unlike some of the other forests, they 
had no tiger in their woods.  The lamb, however, had some apprehensions, which, being 
a lamb, she sheepishly expressed to her friends.  But, said they, “Do not worry, we will 
talk to the tiger and explain that one of the conditions for living in this forest is that you 
must also let the other animals live in the forest.” 
 So the lamb went about her life as usual.  But it was not long before the tiger 
began to growl and make threatening gestures and menacing motions.  Each time the 
frightened lamb went to her friends and said, “It is very uncomfortable for me here in the 
forest.”  But her friends reassured her, “Do not worry; that’s just the way tigers behave.” 
 Every day, as she went about her life, the lamb tried to remember this advice, 
hoping that the tiger would find someone else to growl at.  And it is probably correct to 
say that the tiger did not really spend all or even most of its time stalking the lamb.  Still, 
the lamb found it increasingly difficult to remove the tiger from her thoughts.  
Sometimes she would just catch it out of the corner of her eye, but that seemed enough 
to disconcert her for the day, even if the cat were asleep.  Soon the lamb found that she 
was actually looking for the tiger.  Sometimes days or even weeks went by between its 
intrusive actions, yet, somehow, the tiger had succeeded in always being there.  
Eventually the tiger’s existence became a part of the lamb’s existence.  When she tried to 
explain this to her friends, however, they pointed out that no harm had really befallen 
her and that perhaps she was just being too sensitive. 
 So the lamb again tried to put the tiger out of her mind.  “Why,” she said to 
herself, “should I let my relationship with just one member of the forest ruin my 
relationships with all the others?”  But every now and then, usually when she was least 
prepared, the tiger would give her another start. 
 Finally the lamb could not take it anymore.  She decided that, much as she loved 
the forest and her friends, more than she had ever loved any other forest or friends, the 
cost was too great.  So she went to the other animals in the woods and said good-bye. 
 Her friends would not hear of it.  “This is silly,” they said.  “Nothing has 
happened.  You’re still in one piece.  You must remember that a tiger is a tiger,” they 
repeated.  “Surely this is the nicest forest in the world.  We really like you very much.  We 
would be very sad if you left.”  (Though it must be admitted that several of the animals 



were wondering what the lamb might be doing to contribute to the tiger’s 
aggressiveness.) 
 Then, said two of the animals in the Friendly Forest, “Surely this whole thing can 
be worked out.  We’re all reasonable here.  Stay calm.  There is probably just some 
misunderstanding that can easily be resolved if we all sit down together and 
communicate.”  The lamb, however, had several misgivings about such a meeting.  First 
of all, if her friends had explained away the tiger’s behavior by saying it was simply a 
tiger’s nature to behave that way, why did they now think that as a result of 
communication the tiger would be able to change that nature?  Second, thought the 
lamb, such meetings, well intentioned as they might be, usually try to resolve problems 
through compromise.  Now, while the tiger might agree to growl less, and indeed might 
succeed in reducing some of its aggressive behavior, what would she, the lamb, be 
expected to give up in return?  Be more accepting of the tiger’s growling?  There was 
something wrong, thought the lamb, with the notion that an agreement is equal if the 
invasive creature agrees to be less invasive and the invaded one agrees to tolerate some 
invasiveness.  She tried to explain this to her friends but, being reasonable animals, they 
assured her that the important thing was to keep communicating.  Perhaps the tiger 
didn’t understand the ways of a lamb.  “Don’t be so sheepish, “ they said.  “Speak up 
strongly when it does these things.” 
 Though one of the less subtle animals in the forest, more uncouth in expression 
and unconcerned about just who remained, was overheard to remark, “I never heard of 
anything so ridiculous.  If you want a lamb and tiger to live in the same forest, you don’t 
try to make them communicate.  You cage the bloody tiger.” 
 

2. Take a moment to ponder and then answer the following questions. 
 

Why do the animals excuse the Tiger’s nature yet try to make the Lamb adapt? 
 
 
 

If the Tiger eats the Lamb, whose fault will it be? 
 
 
 

Is the Tiger inherently evil or just doing what comes naturally? 
 
 
 

When dealing with uncompromising forces, are peace and progress ever compatible? 
 
 
 

When do you excuse away Tiger’s that destroy culture and when to you say, “enough is 
enough”? 



The Elephants That Roam About 
 

1. Read the following examples from The Emotionally Healthy Leader by Pete Scazzero 
(p. 222-224). 

 
• Jacqueline is an outstanding worship leader.  Her gifts are a blessing to your church.  

But at weekly service planning meetings she is aloof, moody, and sullen, which 
seems to indicate she’d rather not be there.  The other five members of the team 
can’t help but notice this, but nobody asks her about it. 

• Michael, a member of the church board, sends an email to six members of the staff 
team, criticizing their decision to cancel the prayer meetings before and after 
Christmas.  His tone is annoyed, bordering on angry.  The lead pastor has a five-
minute, perfunctory conversation with Michael in an attempt to quickly resolve his 
concerns.  The short-term problem is smoothed over, but the tension remains. 

• Rob is a gifted communicator.  People love him.  The problem is that he has a habit 
of misrepresenting the truth.  For example, he routinely agrees to do things and 
then never follows through.  He also exaggerates and embellishes facts.  Those close 
to him have learned to tolerate it as a part of the “visionary communicator” 
package. 

• Nora’s ministry is flourishing.  But she shows up late to staff meetings and one-on-
one meetings – a lot.  She apologizes and offers reasonably good excuses, but the 
late arrivals persist.  Others complain about her lateness, but no one holds her 
accountable for it. 

• Patrick, the administrative assistant, has been on staff then years, but he is not 
doing his job for the ministries he serves.  He is highly critical of others, especially 
the new staff who don’t have the history he does with the church.  The church is 
changing and growing, but Patrick is not.  His supervisor doesn’t know how to talk to 
Patrick about it or what to do about all the complaints from those Patrick is 
supposed to be supporting.  The elephant sits in the room year after year. 

 
2. Take a moment to ponder and then answer the following questions. 

 
Have you had/seen an elephant confronted?  What did that look like? 

 
 
 

Do you have any elephants in your ministry that need confronted?  What are they? 
 
 
 

What is your biggest hinderance in confronting your elephants? 
 
  



Having The Right Conversation  
 
The thing that we are doing together is often not “the thing” we are doing together.  The 
conversation we are having is often not the “real conversation” that is happening.  It’s critical 
for leaders to be attentive to what is happening culture of their team and relationship 
dynamics.  We must be listening for motive and spirit driving our conversations and tasks.  Out 
of this we establish a cruciform culture in ministries through cruciform conversations.  These 
are conversations that bring Jesus’ care and candor to bear in a given situation.  This often 
happens in the moments of life where conflict or pain arises, we call these moments of 
intersection.   
 
John Maxwell puts it this way,  

“If you care about people, treat them with respect, and build positive relationships with 
them, you actually have more numerous opportunities to speak candidly and have hard 
conversations with them that will help them to grow and perform better.  As a leader, it is 
your responsibility and your privilege to be the person who helps others get better by 
balancing care and candor.  Care without candor creates dysfunctional relationships.  
Candor without care creates distant relationships.  But care balanced with candor creates 
developing relationships.” 

 
1. Caring values the person, while candor values the person’s potential 
2. Caring establishes the relationship, while candor expands the relationship 
3. Caring defines the relationship, while candor directs the relationship 
4. Caring should never suppress candor, while candor should never displace caring 

 
Creating a culture of both these things is vital to health on our teams.  It’s important to know 
we will lead out of who we are therefore, “minimally transformed leaders will always result in 
minimally transformed teams doing minimally transforming ministry.”  Either side candor/care 
will challenge us to grow in our personal discipleship. 
 
How To Have The Right Conversation  
 
There are three approaches we will briefly look at and use to help us engage cruciform 
conversations. 
 

1. Realize team performance and personal formation are inseparable. 
 
Performance in work, family, or ministry are all fruits of our (un)faithfulness.  If the fruit or 
leaves of a tree are unhealthy it means there is something wrong at the root level.  We must 
graciously and clearly establish expectations for people and explore and correct them when 
these aren’t fulfilled.  The “guard rails” or boundaries for Corp. Ministry formation are our role 
expectations and FATS (Faithful, Available, Teachable, and Serves).   
 



• Starting the conversation with your own story, a time when you experienced a cruciform 
conversation, can be a helpful and grace-filled approach.   

 
2. Acknowledge and confront elephants in the room. 

 
An “elephant in the room” refers to an obviously inappropriate or immature behavior that 
remains unacknowledged and/or unaddressed.  A leaders job is to graciously expose and 
explore these behaviors for the sake of health.   
 

• One approach to start this conversation is to say, “I’ve noticed [fill in the behavior] and 
I’m puzzled as to [why], can we have a conversation about this? 

• Another approach is to ask a group or an individual the question, “what unsaid 
agreements do we have?  Are these Biblical?  What can we do together to work on 
these?” 

 
3. Understand performance/formation issues and elephants are ultimately rooted in 

Gospel deficiencies. 
 
We constantly need to reorient sin, pride, deception, and brokenness toward the Good News of 
Jesus.  The News about what He has done, will do, and as a result what He is able to do right 
now.  As we approach cruciform conversations it’s crucial to realize the needs present point us 
to our need for Jesus.  Ultimately, we are concerned with Heaven touching earth in the person 
of Jesus. 
 

• Sometimes we need to ask someone, “who/where is Jesus in this situation?”.   
• Sometimes we need to affirm who they are in Jesus, “you are not a failure, you are a 

son/daughter, etc.”.   
• Sometimes we just need to notice their need and pray with them, “hey you sound 

discouraged can I pray with you, can I read a passage to you?”. 
 
 
Responding… 
 

1. Get with another CM Leader and take turns role playing cruciform conversations with 
the examples of elephants from page 3. 

2. Afterward identify one cruciform conversation you need to have and the approach you 
belief the Spirit is leading you in.  Commit this to CM Leadership, prayer together, and 
report how it goes. 


