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HSA FIELD NOTES 

The Long Work 
Why Sustainable Change Takes Time 

A conversation about patience, trust, leadership, and the kind of change that grows slowly. 

 

Not everything meaningful grows quickly. 
Some things need time because people need time. 

 
 

We all love visible progress. A ribbon cut. A classroom filled. A project completed. A number we 
can point to and say, “Look what happened.” 

Those moments matter. But some of the work that changes a community most deeply is harder to 
photograph because it is still becoming. 
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WHAT WE CAN SEE 

We are drawn to progress we can count. 
Something is reassuring about a finished project. You know where the money went. You can 
measure what was built, distributed, repaired, or completed. Everyone gets to celebrate. 

People are different. 

A young leader learning to make decisions may not look dramatically different after one workshop. 
A team learning to trust one another may need months of conversations. A community relationship 
may be growing long before there is anything impressive to report.  

This is where patience gets tested. 

When the work is relational, the most important progress may happen beneath the surface: 
confidence forming, responsibility increasing, trust deepening, someone beginning to 
believe they can carry more. 

 
 

Projects can finish. People keep growing. 

 
That difference changes how we think about sustainable development. We still value outcomes. 
But we refuse to measure every meaningful outcome on the same timetable. 
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TRUST 

Trust grows at human speed. 
You cannot schedule trust the way you schedule an event. 

You can create the conditions for it. You can show up when you said you would. You can listen 
when no one is watching. You can follow through. You can admit when you were wrong. You can 
return. 

But trust decides for itself when it is ready to deepen. 

 

Think about your own life. 

Most of us don't give someone our full confidence just because they introduced 
themselves well. We watch. We notice patterns. We learn whether their words and actions 
agree. Communities do the same thing. 

 
This is why returning matters. The second conversation is different from the first. The fifth visit 
carries something the first visit cannot. Over time, people stop responding only to what you say you 
intend to do. They begin responding to what they have seen you consistently do. 

 

Presence becomes credibility when it is repeated. 
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LEADERSHIP 

A leader is not developed in a weekend. 
We can teach skills quickly. Leadership takes longer. 

Leadership is shaped when someone is trusted with a responsibility and has to decide what to do 
with it. When a plan changes. When feedback is hard to hear. When another person needs room to 
shine. When the leader gets something wrong and has to try again. 

You can't simulate all those moments in a training room. 

 

We have watched this happen. 

Sometimes growth looks like someone speaking publicly with confidence for the first time. 
Sometimes it is a team member quietly covering a gap so well that guests never know 
anything changed. Sometimes it is a leader learning that helping others shine does not 
diminish their own leadership. 

 
 
None of those transformations came from one inspirational conversation. They came through 
opportunity, responsibility, encouragement, correction, trust, and time. 

 

If we want stronger leaders, we have to stay long enough for leadership to be practiced. 
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SMALL BEGINNINGS 

Small does not mean insignificant. 
Long work often begins unimpressively. 

One student. One laptop. One conversation. One young person trusted with a task. One family 
helped at the right moment. One partnership that is still finding its footing. 

Small beginnings can make us nervous because they do not always look like momentum. 

But healthy things are allowed to begin small. Zechariah 4:10 reminds us not to despise the day of 
small beginnings. 

 

 

The temptation is to scale before something has taken root. 

We can become so eager to prove that an idea works that we expand it before we 
understand it, fund it before local ownership is clear, or add people before the 
relationships underneath it are strong enough to carry the weight. Growth has a process. 
Isaiah 54:2 instructs us to lengthen our cords and strengthen our stakes. 

 

Growth is not only about getting bigger. Sometimes growth is getting stronger. 

 
A small program that local people can carry may matter more than a large program that collapses 
when outside support changes. 
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STAYING 

The long work asks us to return. 
Returning does not always mean repeating the same program. 

Sometimes it means checking what happened after the event ended—asking whether the idea still 
makes sense—listening to what local leaders would change. Celebrating what grew without us. 
Letting go of what no longer needs to continue. 

The long work is not stubbornness. It is stewardship. 

 

There is a difference between staying committed and staying attached. 

Sustainable work may eventually require us to do less, hand over more, or step out of the 
center entirely. The goal is not for an organization to remain indispensable. The goal is for 
people and local leadership to become stronger. 

 
 

Success is not being needed forever. 

 
Sometimes the most beautiful evidence that the long work is working is that someone else can 
carry what once depended on you. 
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WHAT KEEPS US GOING 

Look for what is growing, not only what is finished. 
When work takes time, leaders need another way to recognize progress. 

We begin noticing different things. 

The person who once waited for instructions now brings an idea. The young leader who was 
nervous to speak now briefs a team. The community partner who once looked to us for the next 
move begins making decisions locally. The student keeps going. The program adjusts because 
someone close to it noticed what needed to change. 

These moments may never appear on a construction timeline. 

They are still milestones. 

 

Long work teaches us to celebrate becoming. 

 
And perhaps that is one of the greatest disciplines of sustainable change: learning to recognize 
growth while it is still unfinished. 
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A FEW QUESTIONS TO SIT WITH 

What are you willing to give time to? 
If you lead a nonprofit, ministry, team, partnership, or community effort, some of your most 
important work may not reward you quickly. 

 

• What are we expecting to change faster than people realistically change? 

• Are we measuring only what is easy to count? 

• Have we created enough room for local leaders to practice, learn, and sometimes get it wrong? 

• Are we scaling because the work is ready - or because we want the appearance of momentum? 

• What signs of growth might we be overlooking because they are not dramatic? 

• If our goal is sustainability, what should eventually be carried without us? 

 

Do not despise the slow season. 
Roots are work too. 

 
Some change happens in a moment. Much of what lasts is cultivated over time - through 
relationship, responsibility, repetition, faith, and the decision to keep showing up. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If your church, nonprofit, school, or team is thinking about sustainable service, local leadership, or 
what it means to stay for the long work, Hope Springs Africa would be glad to continue the 
conversation. 

 

Hope Springs Africa 
Speaking & Resources  |  Leadership with Love™ 

What is one thing you want to carry forward from this Field Note? 
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