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Angels Unawares: Toward 
a Theology of Popular 
Culture
warren McWilliams

Students who visit my office are often 
intrigued by its decorations. On one 
door they can find two "M*A*S*H” 
posters. On another door they see a 
map of C. S. Lewis’ fictional Narnia. 
Above my desk they see portraits of 
four theologians, including Dr. Seuss. 
On my desk, along with the reference 
books and Bibles, are The Gospel Ac
cording to Peanuts and The Parables of 
Peanuts.1 The bulletin board is normal
ly covered with comic strips. Why 
would a theologian be interested in 
such strange material? What possible 
relevance could these authors and sub
jects have to the Christian faith? Ques
tions such as these are the focus of this 
brief essay. Here I want to sketch out a 
rationale for a theology of popular cul
ture. I realize that the serious student 
of contemporary Christianity may be 
ready to protest, "Not another theology 
of something!” Obviously in the past 
few years we have endured a near epi
demic of genitive theologies: theology 
of revolution, theology of ecology, 
theology of the body, and so on. Yet I 
am convinced that a theology of popu
lar culture is a valuable resource for 
the Christian life.

Early in his academic career Paul 
Tillich proposed "a theology of cul
ture.” Eventually Tillich developed a 
massive theological program that took 
into account the riches of his theologi
cal analysis of culture. Tillich’s study of 

culture helped him focus on the basic 
questions or existential concerns of diff
erent historical epochs. Tillich then 
correlated with these questions the an
swers derived from the Christian faith. 
These questions and answers were not 
artificially linked because Tillich was 
convinced that "religion is the sub
stance of culture, culture is the form of 
religion.”2 Although I share Tillich’s 
concern for a theological assessment of 
culture, I am persuaded that the realm 
of popular culture is just as important 
for us as Tillich’s evaluation of high
brow culture. In other words, a study of 
"Peanuts” or "M*A*S*H” may be as 
valuable as a sophisticated analysis of 
Camus, Mozart, or Picasso. Nelson’s 
thesis is suggestive: "Popular culture is 
to what most Americans believe as wor
ship services are to what the members 
of institutional religions believe.”3 For 
most middle-class Americans popular 
culture, encompassing comic strips, 
popular magazines, movies, and many 
other genres, may be the best clue to 
the pulsebeat of our lives.4 My concern 
in this essay is not to sketch out a 
theology of popular culture based on 
any particular resource but to show the 
value of such a theology for two groups, 
the cultured despisers of religion and 
the religious despisers of culture.

The Cultured Despisers of Religion
Schleiermacher’s famous audience for 
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his Christian apologetic included the 
"cultured despisers of religion” of his 
day.5 In our generation perhaps a new 
apology can be enhanced by a theology 
of popular culture. Although apologet
ics is a perennial concern of the Chris
tian faith, popular culture has not 
always been seen as a valuable or valid 
resource. Because apologetics can be 
defined as intellectual evangelism, 
sometimes the concern has been to be 
so "intellectual” that everyday, ordi
nary culture has been ignored.

The cultured despiser of religion 
often operates on a misunderstanding 
of the Christian message. Tillich once 
noted that many people reject the gos
pel because the gospel was never prop
erly communicated to them.6 Many 
contemporary Christians are gospel 
hardened; that is, they are so familiar 
with a stereotype of the Christian gos
pel that they are resistant to anything 
related to the Christian faith. Tillich’s 
valid concern was that these people be 
confronted with the gospel in a mean
ingful way, allowing them to decide for 
or against it. A theology of popular cul
ture would help in the communication 
of the Christian faith to the outsider. 
While many Christian groups are sa
tisfied simply to increase the volume of 
their proclamation, a theologian of 
popular culture recognizes the value of 
indirect communication.7 Over a cen
tury ago Soren Kierkegaard realized 
the need for this kind of Christian ad
dress in the context of a state church 
situation. When most people know 
about Christianity but are only nomi
nal Christians, an indirect approach 
may be the best way to confront them 
with the authentic claims of the gos
pel.8 A theologian of popular culture 
might approach the task in at least two 
ways. First, the theologian of popular 
culture often focuses on highlighting 
the theological themes or dimensions of 

some aspect of popular culture ("Pea
nuts,” "Andy Capp,” "Kudzu,” etc.).9 
Second, other theologians adopt the 
medium of popular culture as a way of 
communicating the Christian message 
more effectively.

The work of Robert Short might 
serve as one example of a constructive 
theology of popular culture based on 
discerning "theology” in popular cul
ture. Short’s notoriety originally came 
as a result of books such as The Gospel 
According to Peanuts and The Parables 
of Peanuts. Short illuminated the theo
logical implications of Charles Schulz’s 
cartoons and demonstrated their power 
in communicating the gospel. Short 
based much of this early use of "Pea
nuts” on Kierkegaard’s theory of in
direct presentation of the gospel.10 
More recently Short has focused on The 
Gospel from Outer Space, drawing out 
the theological implications of motion 
pictures such as E. T., 2001, and Super
man. 11

A recent trend in contemporary 
theology might also be seen, at least 
partially, as an attempt to present the 
gospel more effectively to a secular gen
eration. Story or narrative theology 
stresses the power of stories in com
municating the Christian faith. Many 
biblical scholars have noted, for exam
ple, the narrative mode of much He
brew theology (for example, the little 
credo in Deut. 26:5-10). Jesus’ use of 
parables to describe the kingdom of 
God is also highlighted in story theolo
gy. One translator of the New Testa
ment has described Jesus’ parables as 
literary Trojan horses because they 
begin as apparently innocent stories 
but conclude by challenging the hearer 
to make a life-changing decision.12

Several contemporary Christians 
have used popular fiction as an effective 
means of communicating the gospel in
directly yet apologetically. Here the 
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theologian adopts genres common to 
popular culture as a way of addressing 
the people of his or her day. Perhaps 
they are following Paul’s concern to be 
all things to all people (see 1 Cor. 9:22). 
C. S. Lewis wrote his "children’s” 
books, The Chronicles of Narnia, and 
the "space trilogy,” Out of the Silent 
Planet, Perelandra, That Hideous 
Strength, as a complement to his more 
straightforward theological pieces. 
Lewis was clearly interested in more 
than merely spinning a good yarn.13 He 
considered these stories to be evangelis
tic or apologetic.14 Calvin Miller’s trilo
gy— The Singer, The Song, and The 
Finale—is a vivid retelling of the Chris
tian faith for its cultured despisers.15

One of the most effective recent 
Christian writers is Frederick Buech
ner. Through a series of novels as well 
as shorter pieces, Buechner has let the 
Christian faith inform his literacy 
efforts.16 Andrew Greeley, a Roman 
Catholic priest and sociologist, has 
written several best-selling novels that 
are designed to confront the reader 
with the major themes of the Christian 
faith.17 Robert Hastings, a retired 
Southern Baptist editor, communicates 
Christian theology through a series of 
short stories about the fictional town of 
Tinyburg.18

A theology of popular culture can be 
valuable for communicating the gospel 
because it touches people at the level of 
their ordinary lives. My own research 
has focused on the popular television 
series "M*A*S*H.” A careful viewing 
of "M* A*S*H” reveals many of the pro
found human concerns that are ad
dressed by the Christian faith. 
Granted, "M* A*S*H” was not intended 
as a vehicle for transmitting religious 
truths, but this series confronts the 
viewer with some fundamental issues. 
A theological assessment of the series 
would be an excellent starting point for 

communication about the gospel with 
the cultured despiser of religion. Other 
valuable points of contact would be 
popular movies, country and western 
music, popular magazines, other televi
sion shows, and detective fiction.

The Religious Despisers of Culture
Although most theologians of popular 
culture have focused on the signifi
cance of popular culture for Christian 
apologetics, a theology of popular cul
ture might also have considerable 
value for those Christians who tend to 
be "religious despisers of culture.”19 In 
a generation when some people are be
ginning to reaffirm "unsecular men” 
and "signals of transcendence” from 
the mundane world, some Christians 
are still reluctant to see any value to 
"culture.”20 It may be hard to assess 
how many Christians would fall into H. 
Richard Niebuhr’s "Christ against cul
ture” type, but some Christians seem so 
concerned about the advancement of 
secular humanism that they are afraid 
to affirm any value to culture at all.21

Historically some Christians have 
been very suspicious of the arts, assum
ing for example that the human imagi
nation is inherently evil (see Gen. 
6:5).22 Quite often such a rejection of 
culture derives from a theology that 
sharply distinguishes the sacred and 
the secular. A theologian of popular 
culture would respond that these Chris
tians need to be reminded that God is 
not limited to institutional religion. As 
Nelson commented: "When we dismiss 
as irrelevant any area of life together 
as human beings, we are denying the 
sovereign presence of God. . . . Our 
stance before God should be as listen
ers. We may be surprised to hear him 
speak to us through a film or a song on 
a television program, but we should at 
least be embarrassed to have been so 
confident we would not hear him.”23 Or 
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as Robert Short paraphrases Matthew 
25:44-45, we might hear ourselves say
ing to Jesus: "When did we see you in 
a film and did not listen to you or in a 
novel did not learn from you? When did 
we see you in a painting and did not 
grieve with you or in a cartoon and did 
not laugh with you?”24 A theology of 
popular culture will remind us that the 
Christian faith is not limited to the sa
cred or religious. If the cultured despis- 
ers of religion need to learn about the 
theology of popular culture, then the 
religious despisers of culture need to 
learn the theology of popular culture. 
Popular culture may not be inherently 
evil or demonic. Indeed, many theologi
cal themes are visible in popular cul
ture to those who have the eyes of faith.

As we have already seen, a knowl
edge of popular culture may be invalua
ble as a tool for effective Christian 
apologetics. In Tillich’s method of cor
relation, the analysis of culture helps to 
focus the existential questions of 
humanity. Sometimes our Christian 
proclamation fails to strike a respon
sive chord because we do not really un
derstand the situation of the audience. 
As the title of Tom Skinner’s book indi
cates, If Christis the Answer, What Are 
the Questions?25 A better understand
ing of the questions or concerns of the 
outsider would undoubtedly enable us 
to communicate our faith. Perhaps my 
argument here would come close to a 
"know your enemy” position for those 
who hold popular culture in great sus
picion, yet theologians such as Tillich 
would insist that an analysis of culture 
goes beyond that negative value. If a 
theology of popular culture can help 
communicate the gospel to cultured 
despisers of religion, it can help com
municate the comprehensiveness of the 
Christian faith to religious despisers of 
culture.

A Few Caveats
Despite these values of a theology of 
popular culture, a few warnings are in 
order. A theological assessment of cul
ture may point at times to the situation 
described in Hebrews 13:2 about enter
taining strangers because some have 
hosted "angels unawares,” but I am 
aware of at least three dangers in devel
oping a theology of popular culture.

First, a theology of popular culture 
will naturally be dated and even fad
dish. Because what is popular is always 
changing in our culture, a theologian of 
popular culture must be flexible. The 
danger is that one may become preoc
cupied with the twists and turns of 
popular culture and fail to be classical 
as well as contemporary.26 Perhaps this 
caveat corresponds to Paul’s warning 
to the Ephesians to avoid the winds of 
doctrine (4:14). A Christian can ap
preciate the value of popular culture 
for apologetics without becoming a 
theological chameleon.

Second, a related concern is that a 
theology of popular culture might let 
the concerns of culture totally set the 
agenda for the Christian. Of course, we 
have already stressed that a study of 
culture helps to pinpoint the respon
sive chords. The danger here is that 
sometimes the questions consciously or 
unconsciously asked by a culture may 
not be the questions that need to be 
asked. Indeed, our culture may be sa
tisfied with penultimate questions and 
may not even be asking the ultimate 
questions. As a part of his or her strate
gy, an apologist needs to begin with ob
vious questions and concerns of a 
culture; but sometimes the apologist 
may need to ask questions as well. An
swering theology, as Tillich described 
apologetic theology, may need to be 
asking theology as well.27 A theologian 
of popular culture must often be a part
ner in a dialogue rather than merely an 
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answerer for the conscious questions of 
culture. The danger here is that the 
Christian wants so much to get a hear
ing among the cultured despisers of re
ligion that he or she becomes guilty of 
ear tickling (2 Tim. 4:3). Tillich was 
quite clear that the goal of his theology 
of culture was not to convince all of the 
truth of Christianity, an impossible 
task, but merely to present the choices 
clearly to his audience.28 In a success- 
oriented culture such as ours, however, 
the danger is that we try to use popular 
culture to enhance our popularity rath
er than to proclaim the gospel.

Third, we need to realize that al
though there is a theology of popular 
culture there may not be a "gospel” of 
popular culture. If Tillich’s method of 
correlation is valid, then the answers to 
the questions have a different source 
from the questions. The questions 
emerge from the human situation, but 
the answers come from the eternal 
message of the Christian faith. Karl 
Barth once suggested that the respon
sible Christian should read both the 
Bible and the daily newspaper.29 Our 
concern is that we realize the daily 
newspaper will not necessarily provide 
the answers for the situation described 
on its pages. I do not mean to suggest 
that all human solutions to human 
problems are worthless. That attitude 
would take us back to the Christ 
against culture position. I merely sug
gest that the ultimate solution to the 
human predicament will not come from 
an analysis of the predicament. In a re
cent study of "M*A*S*H,” I asked the 
question, "Is there a gospel according to 
'M*A*S*H’?” If gospel is used here to 
refer to a genuine solution to the 
human condition, my answer must be 
no. Although I believe that this particu
lar television show has a realistic un
derstanding of human sin, I am 
convinced that it does not have a soteri- 

ology to match its anthropology (or bet
ter, its hamartiology).30

In conclusion, I return to my opening 
description of my students’ perplexity 
at my office decorations. Their ques
tions to me might be a paraphrase of 
Tertullian’s famous question: What has 
"M*A*S*H” to do with the Bible? My 
response is that there is a theology of 
"M*A*S*H” (and "Peanuts” and "Dr. 
Seuss” and so on) and that Christians 
who want to communicate the gospel in 
today’s world need to be aware of such 
theologies of popular culture. I never 
tell my students that a theology of 
popular culture is more important than 
other forms of theological reflection, 
but many soon realize that their God is 
not secluded within the walls of the 
church or the pages of a commentary. 
As Nelson’s book suggests, Your God Is 
Alive and Well and Appearing in Popu
lar Culture. A theology of popular cul
ture might not be the panacea that 
cures the ills of contemporary Chris
tianity, but it deserves serious consider
ation by thoughtful Christians.
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PUZZLED
ABOUT

HOW MUCH

Consider giving that 
percent of your income 
which reflects your grat
itude for your salvation 
(2 Cor. 8:9).

Growth in the percent 
of income Christians give 
to God through their 
churches year after year 
enables more people to be 
reached for Christ. This is 
Bold Mission Thrust.
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From the Neighborhood 
to the Workplace
LYLE E. SCHALLER

Ask this question of a cross section of 
people you meet in the street, "Who are 
your five closest friends, and where did 
you first meet them?”

Sixty years ago the typical individu
al’s closest personal friends usually 
were drawn from the kinship circle or 
from nearby neighbors.

Today one is more likely to hear re
sponses such as these. "My two closest 
friends are people I met at work.” "My 
closest friend is a person I met at work. 
My next two closest friends have the 
cottage next to ours on the lake.” "All 
of my close friends are members of this 
church, and I met every one of them 
since I joined this congregation.” "My 
closest friend is a man I met when I 
began to coach a Little League baseball 
team. My next two closest friends are 
people I met at work.” "That’s easy, my 
three closest friends are people I bowl 
with every Tuesday night; but I met 
them at the place where I worked 
before I retired.”

These responses illustrate one of the 
most radical changes that has occurred 
in our society in this century, but one 
that has received little attention and 
also is a seriously neglected factor in 
church planning.

What Happened?
The primary point of socialization has 
moved from the neighborhood to the 
workplace. The secondary points of so
cialization have moved from neighbor
hood institutions to places often far 
removed from one’s place of residence.

Americans used to meet and make 
new friends with their next-door neigh
bors; over the backyard fence; at the 
corner grocery; perhaps in the post 
office while waiting for the mail to be 
sorted; while having a coke at the cor
ner restaurant; at family festivals such 
as graduations, weddings, reunions, 
and funerals; by exchanging work with 
a neighbor; by getting acquainted with 
the new family that moved in upstairs 
or across the road; or by meeting other 
new mothers while taking the baby out 
for a stroll in the sun.

During the fifties the union hall, the 
bowling alley, the cottage at the lake, 
the golf course, the amateur softball 
league, the service club, and the work
place began to be the places to meet and 
make new friends for millions of 
Americans.

Why Did It Happen?
The big change has been the growing 
influence of the workplace as the pri
mary point for socialization. Many fac
tors can be identified that help explain 
this change. These include the post
World-War-II phenomenon of moving 
to a new community in order to obtain 
a promotion or to secure a better job or 
to find a nicer home or better schools, 
the increase in travel time to work 
which left less time to socialize with 
neighbors or relatives, the growth in 
the number of church shoppers who 
sought out a church where they could 
meet and make new friends but often a 
church of a different denomination 
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with a meeting place two or three or 
more miles from the newcomer’s place 
of residence, the increasing number of 
employers who sponsor athletic teams 
and a variety of social events, the sha rp 
increase in the amount of discretionary 
time available to the average American 
who is not a farmer, the rapid increase 
in per family personal income during 
the fifties and sixties that provided un
precedented economic freedom and the 
huge increase in white-collar employ
ment (office workers often have greater 
opportunities to meet and make new 
friends at work than do factory work
ers).

The most influential of a half dozen 
other forces behind this change, how
ever, has been the tremendous increase 
in the number of married women em
ployed outside the home. The number 
of employed men in the civilian labor 
force increased from 41.7 million in 
1960 to 57 million in 1984, but the num
ber of married women employed out
side the home jumped from 4.2 million 
in 1940 to 12.3 million in 1960 to nearly 
27 million in 1984. In addition, 3.6 mil
lion women who are either separated 
from their husband or divorced and 
who have children under eighteen at 
home also are working outside the 
home.

As recently as 1953, only one mar
ried woman out of four in the twenty- 
five to forty-four age bracket who was 
living with her husband was employed 
outside the home. Today three women 
out of five in that age bracket who are 
living with their husbands are em
ployed outside the home. At the end of 
the great Depression, when many 
women had to find a job to survive, 30 
percent of all widowed women were em
ployed outside the home. Today, de
spite the increase in pensions, Social 
Security, life insurance, alimony, and 
other economic benefits, more than 40 

percent of all widowed and divorced 
women are employed outside the home.

Back when most women spent the 
day at home, it was logical to meet and 
make friends in the neighborhood. 
Today there is greater opportunity to 
meet and make friends at work.

The second, and least discussed of 
these changes has been the sharp in
crease in the number of high-school stu
dents who hold part-time jobs during 
the school year. While there are wide 
variations among school districts, in 
1950 fewer than one fourth of all jun
iors and seniors had part-time jobs dur
ing the school year. Now nearly 
one-half have part-time jobs. Instead of 
meeting friends while walking to 
school or in extracurricular activities 
with neighboring youth, today’s high
school junior or senior is equally likely 
to make new friends from among fellow 
employees at work.

A third factor is that many of the 
neighborhood institutions that once off
ered an opportunity to meet and make 
new friends have disappeared. The cor
ner grocery has been replaced by the 
supermarket three miles away. The 
downtown retail district has been re
placed by the enclosed shopping mall. 
The neighborhood playground may be 
vacant as the parents go to the private 
health club or transport their children 
to a Little League baseball game or to 
some other highly organized activity. 
The factory at the bottom of the hill 
closed several years ago, and now 
neighborhood residents scatter in sev
eral directions as they drive to work. 
Children may be bused to school rather 
than walk. The family doctor’s office, 
where neighborhood residents once 
renewed their friendships, has been re
placed by the clinic several miles away.

As life becomes more specialized, geo
graphical inconvenience is one of the 
price tags for the availability of special
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ized services.
The fourth change behind the disap

pearance of the neighborhood as the 
primary point of socialization can be 
summarized by two sets of statistics. 
The first is that between 1970 and 1982 
the number of husband-wife couples 
living together with children under 
eighteen dropped from 25.5 million to 
24.4 million. This decline was concur
rent with (1) the baby boom children of 
the fifties reaching adulthood, (2) the 
era when new records were being set 
year after year in the number of mar
riages, and (3) the second largest baby 
boom in American history was taking 
place.

What happened, of course, was the 
number of single-parent families head
ed by a mother with children under 
eighteen at home jumped from 5.5 mil
lion in 1970 to 9.4 million in 1982, and 
the number of single-parent families 
headed by a father doubled from 341, 
000 in 1970 to 679,000 in 1982.

Traditionally residential neighbor
hoods have been composed largely of 
husband-wife couples with children at 
home, empty-nest couples who have 
bidden farewell to their youngest child, 
and widows living in the homes they 
occupied before the husband’s death. In 
recent years the number of couples 
with children at home has diminished 
in number, and in over half of them the 
wife has gone to work; the number of 
husbands with a second job has gone up 
by 50 percent since 1960; nearly half of 
those empty-nest mothers are em
ployed outside the home; many of the 
older empty nesters have moved to the 
Sunbelt; and many of those widows no 
longer can afford to live in that single
family house and have moved to an 
apartment or a home for the elderly.

The second set of significant statistics 
is that the proportion of single, never- 
married adults in the twenty-five to 

twenty-nine age bracket almost dou
bled between 1960 and 1982. Those 
wedding bells that once broke up that 
old gang of mine and created the fami
lies to populate residential neighbor
hoods now do not ring as early in life. 
The resulting sharp increase in the 
number of young, never-married adults 
in their late twenties and early thirties 
also has reduced the role of the neigh
borhood as the place to meet and make 
new friends. Young single adults are 
highly mobile and rarely socialize on a 
geographical basis.

The fifth of these six factors to be dis
cussed can be seen most clearly in the 
progress of women in the workplace, 
but it also applies to many men. While 
for many, work is still a dull, boring, 
and monotonous way of making a liv
ing, for many others work is an attrac
tive and interesting channel for 
expressing one’s creativity. This latter 
group is most likely to find the work
place the best opportunity for meeting 
compatible people and for making new 
friends. Interviews with single women 
underscore the significance of this 
change from job to vocation.

The sixth of the forces behind this 
change has been the tremendous in
crease in discretionary time and discre
tionary income that has marked the 
second half of this century. This has 
enabled middle-class Americans to 
meet and make new friends while visit
ing a national park, at a party before or 
after the game, after moving to a retire
ment center in New Jersey or in the 
Sunbelt, in night-school classes, on an 
airplane trip, during a two-week vaca
tion at the lake, during a winter vaca
tion in Hawaii or on a cruise, at a 
weekend workshop, on a ski trip, or 
while on a tour to the Middle East.

While these are not the only factors 
that have produced this radical shift 
from the neighborhood to the work

Fall 1986 15



place as the primary point of socializa
tion, they are sufficient to lift up its im
portance to the churches.

What Are the Implications?
At the top of the list of the implications 
for churches is the disappearance of the 
neighborhood church. The geograph
ical parish has followed the buggy 
whip, the three-cent postage stamp, 
and the slide rule into memories of the 
past.

One of the reasons this belongs at the 
top of the list is that the neighborhood 
church did not need a large off-street 
parking lot. The ex-neighborhood 
church finds this to be an essential tool 
in planning for tomorrow.

A second reason is that this shift 
from the neighborhood to the work
place as the primary point of socializa
tion has resulted in the numerical 
decline of thousands of what originally 
were neighborhood churches and 
placed congregational redevelopment 
high on the priority list of several Prot
estant denominations. Frequently, 
however, these efforts have been at
tempts to turn back the clock and to 
redevelop the ex-neighborhood congre
gation back into a geographical parish. 
A more productive approach would be 
to recognize what has happened and to 
identify a new role and mission for 
these congregations.

This often is a difficult issue, because 
for many leaders this is an ideological 
issue. The forces of good identify with 
the concept of defining community in 
geographical terms, and anyone who 
suggests a nongeographical definition 
of community or parish is perceived as 
on the side of the forces of evil.

In many ex-neighborhood churches 
the issue is stated bluntly in terms of 
institutional survival. "Our members 
are getting older; many have moved out 
of the neighborhood and drive back in 

to church. Nearly all the children who 
were in the Sunday School twenty 
years ago have grown up and moved 
away. We can’t seem to attract any of 
the new people moving into this neigh
borhood. What’s going to happen to our 
church?”

One response has been to relocate; 
another has been to accept a dwindling 
membership. A third has been to talk 
about "neighborhood evangelism.” A 
fourth has been to sell the real estate to 
a Pentecostal or Holiness or Adventist 
or nationality or black or Hispanic con
gregation and to dissolve the old con
gregation. A fifth, but this is relatively 
rare, is to become a nongeographical 
biracial or bicultural congregation 
drawing people from a large area who 
want to be part of such a venture. The 
sixth, and by far the most common 
course of action, has been to drift into 
a passive role and to (1) watch the num
bers dwindle, (2) talk about the good old 
days and wish for their return, (3) 
finance the budget, in part, out of de
ferred maintenance on the building, (4) 
wish for the arrival of a new minister 
who single-handedly will be able to re
verse the numerical decline, and (5) 
grow old together.

In simple terms the shift of the pri
mary point of socialization from the 
neighborhood to the workplace has 
been and is forcing many congregations 
either to define and adapt to a new role 
or to decline in numbers.

A second implication is the need for 
a new conceptual framework for evan
gelism and the enlistment of new mem
bers. Instead of calling door-to-door in 
the neighborhood of the church build
ing, it may be more fruitful to identify 
the needs of one or two or three slices 
of the population who are largely over
looked by most churches and develop a 
nongeographically based ministry with 
these people. These range from families 
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that include a Downs Syndrome child 
to hurting women to self-identified 
charismatic Christians to single young 
adults.

Likewise, instead of instructing your 
members to "invite your neighbor to 
come to church with you next Sunday,” 
it may be more appropriate to suggest 
that they "invite a friend from work to 
come with you.” This may be especially 
relevant when the member lives seven 
or twelve miles from the church build
ing.

Unquestionably the most productive 
approach to reversing the numerical 
decline of the long-established congre
gation has been to replace the concept 
of a geographical parish with a new em
phasis on excellence. That bit of an
cient wisdom, "Build a better 
mousetrap, and the world will beat a 
path to your door,” still applies to the 
churches.

In one congregation the focus was on 
developing a high quality and extensive 
music program with a great emphasis 
on (1) children, (2) instrumental music, 
and (3) participation.

In hundreds of congregations the 
new approach has been to create a 
package of ministries with families 
that include preschool children.

In an even larger number the empha
sis on excellence in preaching or in 
adult Bible study or in spiritual forma
tion or in creating support groups for 
hurting people has been the key in re
versing numerical decline.

In every one of these examples this 
has meant a shift away from recreating 
a neighborhood parish in favor of meet
ing the needs of people without regard 
to their place of residence.

An obvious implication is in the 
change in the criteria used for selecting 
the site for a new church building. 
Whether it be for a new mission or the 
relocation of an existing congregation, 

the traditional criteria of (1) near re
cently constructed single-family 
homes, (2) close to a public school, and 
(3) at least a mile from any other 
church building have been superceded 
by (1) excellent access by automobile, 
(2) sufficient land for off-street parking, 
(3) good visibility from a major high
way, and (4) facing the street that many 
people travel on while going to or re
turning from work.

Perhaps the most proactive implica
tion from this change in definition of a 
parish is that it offers an understand
ing of the recent emergence of scores of 
"Yuppie” churches. These congrega
tions, almost always meeting in an old 
building in the central city or in an 
older suburb, have experienced in re
cent years a sudden influx of young, 
urban professionals. Most of them are 
single or only recently married, largely 
drawn from the population born after 
1955, highly transient, displaying a 
strong career orientation, and in the 
middle to high-middle income brackets 
of their age group. Theologically they 
tend to be middle-of-the-road to conser
vative. Economically they tend to be 
conservative. Socially, with three 
major exceptions, they tend to be con
servative. One exception is on any issue 
that involves sex or marriage. A second 
is dress codes. The third is race. Almost 
by definition the "Yuppie” churches 
are not geographical parishes.

A fifth implication is that churches, 
like society, are becoming more special
ized. The general practitioner in medi
cine has been supplanted by specialists. 
The general circulation magazine has 
been replaced by scores of periodicals 
designed to reach a narrowly defined 
group of readers. The general store has 
given way to specialty shops. The "gen
eralist” neighborhood church has de
clined, and many have disappeared. 
The growing congregations tend to dis
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play an obvious specialized competence 
in preaching or adult Christian educa
tion or counseling or serving newcom
ers from Korea or music or a ministry 
with young single adults or some other 
clearly defined nongeographical spe
ciality. When congregational leaders 
reply to the question, What do you 
excel at here? with the response, "First 
of all, we’re a friendly congregation 
serving the people who live around 
here,” this rarely is accompanied by 
comments about a large influx of ne w
comers.

For many individuals the most im
portant implication of this change has 
been the erosion of one of the two his
toric support groups for persons in 
need. One has been and usually still is 
the family. The other was the neighbor
hood. As neighborhood ties have grown 
weaker, this support system has been 
weakened. For some it has been re
placed by a support system composed of 
friends at work. For others, especially 
single-parent mothers not employed 
outside the home and for the elderly 
widow living alone, it may be complete
ly absent. This presents a great chal
lenge to the churches to develop 
nongeographical support groups.

One of the more subtle changes has 
been the change in how outsiders per
ceive a particular congregation. Years 
ago churches often were clearly and 
correctly identified by the community 
in which the building was located. Fre
quently the name of the community 
was repeated in the name of the congre
gation. The replacement of the neigh
borhood by the workplace as the basic 
social unit, combined with the high 
turnover of the population in many 
older urban neighborhoods, has result
ed in an erosion in community identity 
and cohesion. Today, unlike the fifties, 
it is rare to find the image of an urban 
Protestant congregation to be a reflec

tion of that neighborhood. Frequently 
it is a blur or a blank slate waiting for 
someone to write on it. Sometimes it is 
a reflection of longtime members who 
are now ex-residents and drive in to 
church. More often, especially in 
numerically growing congregations, 
the community image is a reflection of 
the personality and gifts of (1) the pas
tor, (2) the program, or (3) the charac
teristics of the recent new members, or 
a combination of these.

Two other implications of this 
change in our society also must be men
tioned. One is of great significance to 
denominational leaders of the predomi
nantly Anglo denominations who are 
interested in reaching and serving 
blacks and the new immigrants from 
Asia. Both of these groups are more 
likely to socialize along kinship and 
ethnic or racial lines than on geograph
ical relationships. The neighborhood 
church in America has been largely an 
Anglo phenomenon.

The last of the implications concerns 
those congregational leaders respon
sible for ministries with children. Pre
school children often play with the 
children from next door or from down 
the street. By age eight or nine friend
ship ties usually follow either kinship 
lines or are with children from the 
same elementary school. Sometime 
around the ages of twelve, thirteen, or 
fourteen many young people begin to 
develop a completely new set of close 
friends, largely from church or school. 
For some of these adolescents, church 
becomes an extremely valuable place to 
meet and make new friends. Is that dy
namic a part of how you organize the 
Sunday School and the youth program 
in your congregation?

What other implications has this 
change had on your congregation? How 
has it affected the plans of your denomi
nation?
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Forced Termination?
HOWARD V. PENDLEY III

Much has been written recently about 
a problem that has become almost epi
demic among virtually all denomina
tions, the problem of forced 
terminations. Certainly this issue 
needs to be studied and analyzed; for 
regardless of the circumstances, minis
ters and their families—as well as the 
churches involved—are hurt and bro
ken. I do not propose here to undertake 
a study or analysis of the problem; oth
ers are doing that effectively. I do not 
want to add to the already long list of 
what are often fine suggestions as to 
what to do after you’ve been forcibly 
terminated. Again, many excellent ar
ticles have been written about that. 
What I want to do is to raise a question 
and to suggest some answers.

The question is, How many forced 
terminations are, in fact, forced termi
nations? Some elaboration is in order. 
Although I have made no extensive sur
vey, I have spoken with a number of 
ministers of several denominations in
volved in church conflicts which ap
peared to be leading to a forced 
termination. I have also spoken with a 
number of ministers who described 
themselves as having been the victims 
of forced terminations. In almost every 
case, these individuals were not, strict
ly speaking, forcibly terminated. That 
is, the matter of their terminations 
never came to the church for a vote.

In a congregationally oriented 
church—unless its rules state other
wise—only the congregation may ter
minate the employment of the pastor. 
This is a critical point. In most cases, 
the question of the pastor’s termination 

never got as far as the only body—the 
congregation—with the authority to 
fire him! Why not? The reasons seem to 
fit in three main categories.

First, when initially confronted with 
the reason(s) some person or group 
within the church wants the minister 
to leave (or with the charge(s) that will 
be brought against him if he refuses to 
resign quietly), some ministers must ac
knowledge the validity of the accusa
tions and feel compelled to step down 
quickly and quietly. Statistically, this 
probably happens in the fewest number 
of instances.

Second, even if the reason(s) for re
questing the pastor’s dismissal are 
flimsy or the accusation(s) are unfound
ed, some ministers decide either it’s not 
worth the trouble of trying to fight the 
movement to fire him or he likely will 
be unable to persuade a solid majority 
of the congregation that he should con
tinue on as their pastor. No minister 
wants to get into a fight he feels he 
can’t win, so he steps down as quickly 
and unobtrusively as possible. This 
happens with more frequency.

Third, and most frequently according 
to the accounts of most of the ministers 
who have shared their experiences 
with me, an individual or a small 
group, claiming to be speaking for at 
least the majority of the church mem
bers, succeeds in persuading the minis
ter that in the best interest of himself, 
his family, and the church he must 
leave by voluntary resignation. The 
efforts to convince the pastor of the wis
dom of this course of action usually fol
low a predictable line of reasoning that 
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rarely varies. It goes something like 
this:

1. A considerable (usually, but not al
ways, unspecified) number of church 
members have expressed dissatisfac
tion with the pastor’s ministry.

2. The number of members dis
satisfied with the pastor is growing, as 
evidenced by the noticeable decline in 
attendance and/or contributions.

3. There are indications of polariza
tion among the members, which will 
inevitably intensify, unless the minis
ter leaves immediately.

4. Should the matter come to the 
church for a vote, the church will likely 
not survive. A split is probable.

5. Furthermore, the pastor needs to 
consider the cost to himself if he 
chooses not to resign quietly, including 
the traumatic effects on his wife and 
children of a church fight and possible 
termination.

6. He should also consider the obvi
ous difficulty in finding another church, 
after having been fired from his present 
pastorate.

7. Finally, if he chooses to fight and 
even if he should gain a favorable vote 
of the church, all that has happened, all 
the hurt feelings, and all the polariza
tion will surely render his ministry in
effective in that church.

So run the primary arguments in
tended to convince the minister that 
it’s in everyone’s best interest for him 
to leave, preferably on his own. The 
reasons may or may not all surface at 
the same time. But most, if not all, will 
surface at some point. All these may, 
and often do, have some truth to them. 
I am not, however, persuaded that the 
minister should necessarily resign, sim
ply on the basis of the validity of any or 
all of them. Let’s examine each one, 
and notice some questions worth ask
ing.

"A large number of the members have 

expressed dissatisfaction with your 
ministry, —These words strike fear 
into the heart of any minister. That’s 
what they are intended to do. They are 
designed to intimidate the pastor by 
suggesting that he has lost his base of 
support in that church. But has he 
really? Maybe, and maybe not. What 
about that "large number”? How large 
is it? Is it composed essentially of a 
fringe group of perennial malcontents; 
or does it represent the most highly re
spected, mainstream leadership of the 
church? If it is the former, the pastor 
may be intimidated into resigning; but 
so long as he maintains the support of 
the latter group, it’s not going to be 
easy to terminate him forcibly. The 
pastor would do well to identify those in 
the latter group and determine if he 
has their support. Ultimately, a vote of 
the church may be the only way he can 
find out for sure.

"Our attendance and giving have 
fallen off. Many people have said they 
will not attend or contribute as long as 
you're the pastor. —This is an attempt 
to convince the pastor that he has 
failed in his ministry to that church. It 
can be effective. The pastor has un
doubtedly already noticed the declines. 
Of course, decline in attendance and 
giving are typical of times of conflict in 
churches. But to what extent have they 
declined? Is there enough money to 
meet the church’s obligations? Are 
enough people attending and par
ticipating to enable the church to con
tinue to function? If the answer to these 
questions is yes, the situation hasn’t yet 
become critical enough to warrant im
mediate resignation. The pastor still 
has time to explore his options and to 
make some decisions.

"Our church is being polarized. Peo
ple are choosing sides. If you don't leave 
right away, we'll have a hopelessly di
vided congregation. —The implication, 
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of course, is that the pastor is the cause 
of the polarization. That may be true, 
but then again it may not be. Has the 
church had a history of this sort of divi
sion? If so, chances are the pastor is 
caught in a vicious circle, not of his own 
making, that has plagued his predeces
sors and will plague his successors. If 
the recent history of the church can be 
outlined by recounting these same 
kinds of conflicts, the conflict-manage
ment ability of the church is inade
quate. If the present pastor resigns 
under pressure without a vote of the 
church, it likely won’t be long before 
the church faces the same thing with 
its next minister.

"Please don't force us to take this to 
the church. If you do, there will be a 
terrible church fight, and the congrega
tion will probably split.'—From this, 
the pastor is to infer that the survival 
of the church will be determined by 
whether he capitulates. The reasoning 
itself is faulty. If the church splits, all 
must bear some portion of the responsi
bility. But there is another, more fun
damental, question, Will the church, in 
fact, split as the result of a fight center
ing around its pastor? Again, maybe, 
and maybe not. Most of the time, it 
won’t. Churches are a good deal tough
er than a lot of disgruntled members 
are willing to give them credit for be
ing. Churches do split; sometimes it’s 
better for everyone concerned if they 
do. But a church rarely splits over a 
dispute concerning its pastor. Unless 
the minister leaves, taking with him a 
substantial number of the church mem
bers, it’s not likely that the church will 
split. When the smoke clears, however 
the vote comes out, the composition of 
the church will usually be almost exact
ly what it was before the vote was 
taken.

"Why put your wife and children 
through such a trauma as will surely 

occur if you try to fight this thing?" 
—This is an effort to manipulate the 
natural concern the pastor has for his 
family. It’s a cheap shot, but it almost 
always is used. It can be extremely 
effective. No one wants to see his family 
hurt. In this instance, careful evalua
tion and honest communication are 
needed. The minister needs to take an 
emotional, mental, and spiritual inven
tory of his wife and children, school- 
aged and above. He needs to determine 
if the trauma of unemployment—finan
cial problems, perhaps being evicted 
from a parsonage with no place to go, 
probably having to leave town and 
change schools (to name but a few re
sults of being fired)—will be greater 
than the trauma of going through a 
church fight. If the pastor determines 
that his family truly appears to be un
able to go through an extended church 
conflict and emerge intact, it might be 
better for him to resign before the fight 
begins. (It might even be worthwhile 
for him to consider another line of 
work. Even if he manages to avoid a 
fight in that church, he is likely to ex
perience something similar anywhere 
he goes). On the other hand, the family 
members may well find their bonds 
stronger after they’ve gone through 
this trauma together.

"Pastor, everyone knows that it's easi
er to find a job when you've got a job. We 
won't be unreasonable. We'll give you up 
to thirty days (or ninety days, or six 
months) to relocate. Your next church 
doesn't even have to know about all this 
trouble."—Actually, that may be the 
most compelling argument in favor of 
the pastor’s capitulation. It is easier to 
find a job when you’ve got a job. On the 
other hand, it’s unrealistic to believe 
that the pastor’s prospective new 
church won’t have investigated exten
sively enough to know at least some
thing about the circumstances under 

Fall 1986 21



which he left his former church. Some 
members in "former churches” have 
been known voluntarily to communi
cate negative information about the 
pastor to a church that may be consid
ering him as a prospective minister. In 
any case, the question, Why does/did 
he want/have to leave his last pastor
ate? is probably going to be among the 
first questions the pastor selection com
mittee will ask both the prospective 
minister and those he lists as refer
ences.

"Even if you win the vote, how can 
you expect to minister effectively, know
ing so many people don't want you to 
stay in this church?'—The pastor may 
not be able to know for sure exactly 
how much opposition he has, without a 
vote of the church. In addition, what is 
meant by "effectiveness”? If the church 
sustains the pastor, he may function 
more effectively than he did before; for 
the church will have said that their 
trust in him is higher than is their trust 
in those who want him dismissed. 
That’s the strongest possible affirma
tion of the pastor and the strongest pos
sible rebuke to his critics. I am 
persuaded that—unless the minister is 
guilty of some serious moral lapse, the 
violation of confidences, consistently 
shoddy performance of his duties, or ob
vious and long-term neglect of his 
ministerial responsibilities—the
church will sustain him. Then, if the 
margin in his favor doesn’t seem to him 
to be sufficient to enable him to minis
ter effectively in that place, he can 
begin to take steps toward making a 
move. But he can do it on his own terms 
and in his own time. He will have some 
breathing space which he wouldn’t 
have had if he’d run at the first sign of 
trouble.

Many "forced terminations” aren’t 
really forced terminations. They result 
from the unwillingness or inability of 

some pastors to stand their ground 
when confronted by an element in the 
church that wants them dismissed. 
They result from the effectiveness with 
which this element can convince the 
pastor that he cannot survive a congre
gational vote. They result from this ele
ment’s ability to intimidate the 
minister and to make him lose confi
dence in himself. Standing one’s 
ground when threatened with forced 
termination could, I believe, cut forced 
terminations dramatically. In the long 
run, it could be of great benefit to the 
mainstream of the church to stand with 
their pastor against a vocal minority 
that may have dominated the church 
for a long time. And it can do wonders 
for the minister’s self-respect. No sensi
ble person enjoys church fights. They’re 
frightening. They’re unpleasant. They 
always involve taking risks. It’s far bet
ter to avoid them, if one can do so hon
orably. Sometimes, however, the 
faithful stewardship of the minister’s 
calling requires doing battle.

The following do’s and don’ts can 
help ministers facing the prospect of a 
forced termination.

Don't panic.—You’ve almost always 
got enough time to assess your 
strength. Unless you’ve seriously 
abused the stewardship of your minis
try in your church, there’s a good 
chance that, even if it comes to a con
gregational vote, you will be sustained. 
In any event, you almost never have to 
make an instantaneous decision. Don’t 
let your critics force you to do so.

Don't be intimidated.—That’s easier 
said than done. Your critics have al
ready counted you out of the fight. They 
wouldn’t have moved against you in the 
first place if they didn’t believe you 
were vulnerable and would give up 
without resisting. But, again, if you 
have been a reasonably good steward of 
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your ministry, you are probably in a 
stronger position than either you or 
they realize.

Don't try to hide what is happening 
from the church membership.—The 
congregation, by this time, has already 
heard enough rumors. The members 
need reliable information about what’s 
really happening. They need to cast in
formed votes when and if the time 
comes.

Don't avoid meeting with your critics 
if they desire to meet with you.—But be 
certain to have someone you trust 
present when the meeting takes place. 
That will help insure the honesty of ev
eryone’s report of what was said.

Don't spend a lot of time defending 
yourself and your record.—The level of 
trust you have developed with the con
gregation, your reputation for integri
ty, and your stewardship of your 
ministry are your only real defense. If 
you’ve carried out your ministry with 
faithfulness and integrity, they’re all 
the defense you need. Let your support
ers defend you. There are more of them 
than you think there are.

Don't make any commitments to spe
cific changes in your way of carrying out 
your ministry unless you're sincerely 
convinced that the criticisms are valid. 
—Even then, it’s probably wise not to 
make any such concessions until the 
matter of your leaving or staying has 
been resolved.

Don't make any commitment to resign 
if the vote in your favor is less than a 
certain percentage.—A majority is a 
majority. Let the vote be taken. Then 
you can decide whether the majority is 
large enough.

Don't lose your temper.—This, too, is 
easier said than done. This is a time to 
be calm and composed. Maintaining 
your dignity will confirm and reinforce 
the confidence your supporters have in 
you.

Don't attack your critics from the pul
pit, or from anywhere else for that mat
ter.—Even your supporters will be 
turned off by that kind of behavior. Let 
your supporters deal with your critics. 
They can do so far more effectively than 
you can.

Don't let the matter come to the 
church for a vote, unless you're reasona
bly sure you will be sustained.—Don’t 
get in a fight you can’t win. There is, of 
course, always the risk that you will 
lose; no one can say for certain what 
the vote will be until it’s taken. You can 
reduce the risk, however, by a careful 
evaluation of your support among the 
members and primary leaders of the 
church. You still won’t be 100 percent 
sure, but you should have a pretty good 
idea.

Do read, study, and even memorize 
pertinent sections of your church's 
rules, constitution, and bylaws.—You 
can be sure that your critics have al
ready done so.

Do let your critics know you 're perfect
ly willing—even eager—for the matter 
to come before the church—that is, if 
you really are.—And if you feel good 
about your ministry, you should be. 
Your critics don’t believe you’ll let it 
get as far as a congregational vote. In 
many cases, they will be bluffing. They 
need to know that you are not.

Do conduct a discreet poll of as many 
of the significant congregational lead
ers as you can identify.—If a majority of 
these are against you or are unwilling 
to stand publicly with you when the 
times comes, you’d be wise to get your 
resume in order. Find out, by asking 
them point-blank if you must, if they’ll 
be with you in a stand-up vote. This 
information is critical for your decision 
making.

Do continue to perform your job pretty 
much as you always have.—Major al
terations will smack of politicking. Re
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spond to the pastoral needs of your crit
ics as quickly and as competently as 
you do to those of your supporters.

Do preach positive, upbeat sermons 
during this time.—Both you and your 
congregation need to hear a good word 
from the Lord now more than ever.

Do take counsel of more experienced 
ministers who may have weathered 
similar storms of their own.—Their ad
vice can be invaluable.

Do stay in close touch with your 
friends, particularly with your minis
terial colleagues.—They can identify 
with what you’re going through; it can 
happen to anyone. They can offer 
much-needed support during this try
ing period.

Do spend extra time and effort in 
prayer and in the development of your 
devotional life.—You will need all the 
spiritual resources you can muster.

Do give greater-than-usual attention 
to your family.—If you fight and lose, 
they will be your primary source of 
human support for awhile. Share with 
them as much information as you feel 
they can handle. Your mate and chil
dren (provided the children are old 
enough to understand what is happen
ing) need to know and appreciate the 
pressure you’re under. Resist the im
pulse to dump on them, however; save 
that for an understanding colleague. 
You need to help your family deal posi
tively with the inevitable uncertainties 
that accompany such situations as the 
one you are facing.

Do remember that—however it turns 
out—the Lord will continue to take care 
of you.—Win or lose, you can survive 
and even prevail. He’s taken care of 
you this far, hasn’t He?

Celebrate
Summer...
with two exciting discipleship 
weeks at Ridgecrest or Glorieta 
Baptist Conference Centers. Sum
mer Youth Celebration is June 
6-12, 1987 at Glorieta and June 
12-18, 1987 at Ridgecrest. Youth 
Conference at Church Training 
Leadership Week is July 6-12,1987 
at Glorieta and July 18-24, 1987 at 
Ridgecrest. Both action-packed 
weeks will contain worship, disci
pleship training, music, and Bible 
study centered around the theme 
“Discipleship Is...” For more infor
mation write: Youth Section, MSN 
152; Church Training Department; 
127 Ninth Avenue, North; Nashville, 
Tennessee 37234.
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Holistic Ministry: a Model 
of Servanthood
JAMES D. GAINES, JR.

When I first began preaching, my fa- 
ther-in-law, Jasper Jones, who is also a 
Southern Baptist minister, gave me 
some profound advice. He said, "Jim, 
always preach to the needs of your peo
ple.” Fifteen years later I have found 
that advice as pertinent as ever.

Church members need ministry for 
their lives. The best model of ministry 
we can proclaim from the pulpit, in my 
opinion, is the one found in the relative, 
diverse new field called "holistic minis
try.”

The diversity of holistic ministry has 
set the stage for much confusion and 
frustration among both professionals 
and laymen. The phrase "wholistic 
ministry” was coined by Granger West- 
berg of Hinsdale, Illinois, as a protest 
against the fragmentation of contempo
rary health care.1 However, as the con
cept of "wholistic ministry” evolved, 
the word "wholistic” was changed in 
literary circles to "holistic.” This new 
descriptive word was derived from the 
Greek holos meaning whole or entire. 
Currently, this is the acceptable 
method of expressing concern for the 
total person.2

More now than ever before, the con
temporary church needs to hear a clear 
call to holistic ministry ringing from 
their pulpits. We are staggered in 
Christendom by the high rate of divorce 
in both Christian and non-Christian 
families. Teen suicide seems to be on 
the increase in families all up and down 
the socioeconomic ladder. The broken, 
shattered lives of thousands of lonely, 

confused, frustrated, and unemployed 
people haunt our dreams. Some of 
these people are members of our 
churches and communities. Their spiri
tual and physical needs cry out to us, 
but many times that cry for help falls 
on deaf ears. Where are the prophets 
who will call us to a renewed interest in 
the welfare of others? What ground 
does the contemporary pulpit have to 
base a call to holistic ministry?

The best support for the claim of a 
mandate to the church for holistic min
istry can be found in the example of 
Jesus’ ministry. Two basic hermeneut
ics in Jesus’ teaching about how and 
why to do ministry are paramount. The 
first is represented by the word we 
translate "to send.” "Jesus describes 
himself as ’sent’ upon his mission by 
the Father.”3 Especially interesting 
and to the point in John’s Gospel, "to 
send” is used by Jesus to ground His 
authority in that of God as the one who 
is responsible for His words and deeds 
and who guarantees their right and 
truth.4 But what was Jesus sent to do 
with these words and deeds? Perhaps 
we need to let Him tell us: "The Spirit 
of the Lord is upon me, because he has 
anointed me to preach good news to the 
poor. He has sent me to proclaim re
lease to the captives and recovering of 
sight to the blind, to set at liberty those 
who are oppressed, to proclaim the ac
ceptable year of the Lord” (Luke 4:18- 
19, RSV).5

As one can readily see, it was Jesus’ 
custom not merely to worship in the 
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synagogue but to present His message 
there (see Luke 5:15; Matt. 4:23; 9:35). 
Certainly it is clear, even to the casual 
reader of these verses, that Jesus pro
moted holistic ministry as the supreme 
model of servanthood.

Likewise, those that Jesus sent forth, 
the twelve, the seventy, and even con
temporary ministers are sent out with 
the declaration that those who had re
ceived the mandate of Christ received 
the Father who sent Him. Underlying 
this is "the meaning that those who are 
thus sent are especially chosen by the 
divine will for their mission, and they 
bear the authority of him who sent 
them forth.”6 Therefore, the message of 
the present-day pulpit to Christians 
should be a clear call to holistic minis
try.

With that foundation in mind, we 
need to turn our attention to the second 
hermeneutic in Jesus’ teaching and 
focus on the "commission” passages 
(see Matt. 28:19-20; Mark 16:15; Luke 
24:47; and Acts 1:8). In those verses, 
Christians are "called out” to spread 
the good news. What is the good news if 
it is not the salvation of souls; the re
lease to the captives of sickness—dis
ease of the soul, body, and mind; the 
healing of those in pain; and the setting 
at liberty those who are oppressed for 
any reason—holistic ministry. Jesus’ 
model is our blueprint for living and 
our basis for preaching*in these days as 
it was for the early church. Perhaps 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer said it best in his 
treatment of the teachings on the Ser
mon on the Mount:

Humanly speaking, we could under
stand and interpret the Sermon on 
the Mount in a thousand different 
ways. Jesus knows only one possibil
ity: simple surrender and obedience, 
not interpreting it or applying it, but 
doing and obeying it.7

This should be the message of the twen

tieth-century pulpit on holistic minis
try.

One also finds that Jesus stressed the 
quality of serving as primary in Chris
tian ministry. Kittel’s Theological Dic
tionary tells us that Jesus’ philosophy 
of service grew out of the Old Testa
ment command to love one’s neighbor. 
Jesus linked the command of love for 
God to constitute His followers’ ethical 
conduct toward others.

What Jesus did was to purify the con
cept of service from the distortions 
which it had suffered in Judaism. 
Jesus’ attitude to service was com
pletely new as compared with the 
Greek understanding. The decisive 
point is that He sees it the thing 
which makes a man His disciple.8 
Jesus had no problem with Greek 

thought that serving is greater than 
being served. As a matter of fact, He 
pointed out that He had come to be a 
servant. "It is thus clear that Jesus did 
not merely bring about a radical 
change in the academic estimation of 
human existence and action; He in
stituted a new pattern of human rela
tionships.”9 He made that clear by His 
own actions of waiting at the table and 
washing the feet of His disciples. It is 
not surprising that Paul described his 
Lord as one who "emptied himself, tak
ing the form of a servant” and that He 
"humbled himself and became obedient 
unto death, even death on a cross” 
(Phil. 2:7-8, RSV). One cannot help but 
see that the message and life of Christ 
call us to humble ourselves toward one 
another and be servants of all.

Jesus’ model of ministry was not re
strictive to those within His inner 
group. If the ideology of ministry pro
claimed from our pulpits is restrictive, 
then we have misunderstood the mean
ing of koinonia as it applies to servant
hood. David Ernsberger shed some 
light on this in his book Reviving the 
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Local Church. He demonstrated in this 
work how the New Testament word koi- 
nonia, and its usual translation as 
"Christian fellowship,” is commonly 
used in speaking about parish life to
day. But in actuality koinonia goes 
beyond this usual restrictive use to in
clude our concern and more important
ly God’s concern for all mankind.10

Jurgen Moltman saw that "a life 'in 
accordance with the Gospel of Christ’ 
seeks the individual and common mes
sianic way of life.”11 Hence, we are to 
be servants unto one another. Follow
ing in the footsteps of Jesus not only 
mandates a verbal witness but also de
mands a life in which, as Bonhoeffer 
said that one . . . dies to self and places 
God first.12 That is the real cost of disci
pleship, and that is the grounds for the 
contemporary pulpit’s calling for the 
model of holistic ministry, as preached 
by Christ, to be practiced in the lives of 
Christians today.

That brings us to two final questions: 
Where are the prophets who will call 
contemporary Christendom to a 
renewed interest in the welfare of oth
ers? And where are the pulpiteers who 
will call the saints to a life of holistic 
ministry? The answer to these ques
tions lies within you.

’John L. Florell, "Wholistic Health and Pastoral Counseling,” 
The Journal of Pastoral Care 33.2 (June 1979): 96.

2Ibid., p. 97.
3M. H. Shepherd, "Christian Ministry,” The Interpreter’s Dic
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Losing Faith: the Spiritual 
Dimension of Burnout
JOHN K. CRUPPER

Burnout! To those who have come 
through it, burnout is a memory of a 
dark time. To those who are in the pro
cess of burnout, it is the despair that 
hangs heavy over life. To those who 
have only read of burnout, it may seem 
to be only a fad which fosters self-pity.

Burnout is, however, very real. While 
the name is new, the condition is as old 
as the Hebrew prophets. Burnout is 
Moses saying to God, "I can’t stand 
these people any more.” It is Elijah de
manding, "Just let me die.” It is Jere
miah crying, "God, how could you do 
this to me?”

Burnout is a condition that frequent
ly strikes those in the helping profes
sions, those who work with people and 
seek to help them better their lives. 
Thus, the literature on burnout has 
been related to a number of varying 
professions—education, law enforce
ment, medicine, social work, psycholo
gy, and others. It is puzzling that in 
many studies of burnout the ministry 
has been overlooked. While each 
profession might claim the greatest 
number of risk factors, it is difficult to 
see how ministry could involve a lower 
potential for burnout than these other 
disciplines.

In recent years a great deal has been 
written about burnout. Much of this 
writing has been insightful and helpful, 
but some has tended to focus on surface 
issues and define burnout too narrowly. 
One mistake has been to equate burn
out with stress. While stress and long 
hours will eventually have a negative 

effect on physical health, burnout im
pacts much more than just the in
dividual’s physical condition.

Those who have written more in
sightfully have noted that burnout 
affects human experience on a deeper 
level. Herbert Freudenberger, who 
coined the term burnout says:

A Burn-out is "someone in a state of 
fatigue or frustration brought about 
by devotion to a cause, way of life, or 
relationship that failed to produce the 
expected reward. Stated another way: 
Whenever the expectation level is 
dramatically opposed to reality and 
the person persists in trying to reach 
that expectation, trouble is on the way. 
Deep inside, friction is building up, 
the inevitable result of which will be 
a depletion of the individual’s re
sources, and attrition of his vitality, 
energy, and ability to function.1

Edelwich and Brodsky note, "We can 
use the term ’Burn-out’ to refer to a 
progressive loss of idealism, energy, 
and purpose experienced by people in 
the helping professions as a result of 
the conditions of their work.”2 Bob 
Dale has referred to burnout as "the 
ash heap of idealism.”3 This deeper 
level is the level of our ideals, our devo
tion, our hopes and dreams, our reason 
for being. To put it differently, burnout 
is a problem of the spirit. Burnout is a 
spiritual affliction.

As I have struggled with the problem 
of burnout in my own experience, I was 
first puzzled then appalled by the fact 
that so few who have written from the 
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church and to the church have come at 
the issue from this perspective. One of 
the few who has is Roy Oswald of the 
Alban Institute.

Oswald offers what he calls a "bio- 
psycho-social-spiritual model.” He has 
noted that "burnout is a pervasive dis
ease touching all aspects of a person’s 
life.” Burnout touches the biological or 
physical dimension of life as various 
body systems respond to intensifying 
levels of stress. The psychological di
mension is touched as the emotions re
spond and the ability to think clearly is 
diminished. The sociological or social 
dimension is affected as relationships 
with others and to one’s own calling are 
touched by growing resentment. Final
ly, and most importantly, the spiritual 
dimension is affected as one’s view of 
how things "really are” crumbles.4

While each of these dimensions is 
vital to a complete conception of the 
burnout syndrome, the spiritual di
mension forms the crux of the issue. 
The definitions quoted above each re
volve around the dissonance or tension 
induced within the individual when the 
reality of a situation is at variance with 
the mind’s conception of what should 
be. Put more simply, our ideals are 
greater than reality, and this gives us a 
problem. More will be said about this, 
but first it is important to look at the 
feeling state of burnout in the spiritual 
dimension. In most instances our first 
perception that burnout has struck will 
be from our feelings.

Burnout in the spiritual dimension is 
sensed as a loss of hope, the feeling that 
God is no longer there, or that meaning 
in life and ministry is gone. Blame 
shifting and the desire to escape from 
ministry are indications that all is not 
well. As burnout continues, there is a 
terrible sense of aloneness, as though 
no one understands. Life becomes 
wearisome, and thoughts of suicide 

may arise. There is a general sense of 
betrayal and sadness. Oswald offered 
an instrument to measure the intensity 
of spiritual burnout in Clergy Burnout,5

Why do ministers burn out? Should 
not they of all people be prepared to 
deal with the gap between the ideal and 
the real? The answer is yes and no. Yes, 
the resources are present within the 
Christian faith which can equip one to 
deal with this issue. It must be realized, 
however, that ministers, as much as 
anyone else, live life with a conception 
of the world that is not wholly based in 
reality. Couple this with the lofty ideals 
of portions of the Bible and the fact that 
our misconceptions are usually un
known to us, and you have a situation 
ripe for burnout and spiritual crisis.6

Burnout may be an even greater dan
ger for ministers than for nonclergy 
helping professionals. For nonclergy 
burnout signals the collapse of idealism 
and enthusiasm but not necessarily the 
collapse of an entire worldview. For the 
minister burnout may well signal not 
only the collapse of idealism and en
thusiasm but also the collapse of an 
idealized faith based more on a vision of 
the world as God would have it than on 
the reality of a kingdom in process 
where human beings sin and Saviors 
are crucified.

When a naively ideal faith comes up 
against a real world that plays hard
ball, expectations are shattered. This 
can be extremely painful. Robert 
McAfee Brown said:

Our hard-won affirmations are always 
subject to negation; the content we 
thought we had established is chal
lenged by new data; the trust we had 
built up is nullified by a betrayal; the 
creative past that was once support
ing collapses under the weight of evil; 
the death of a single child threatens 
the meaning of all other lives; a be
trayal by a friend destroys years of 
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mutuality and trust; a bombing raid 
nullifies belief in a God who cares for 
his creation. There is no way we can 
live a single day without the possibil
ity that doubt will threaten our faith.7

As burnout reaches its deepest point, 
doubt becomes the all-pervasive reality 
and may provoke a crisis of faith for the 
minister. Outside the realm of theodi
cy, doubt may be the most pressing spir
itual question humanity must face.

Doubt is a crisis of faith because it 
signals that things are "up in the air,” 
that truth has been called into ques
tion. Os Guinness stated in his helpful 
book on this issue In Two Minds: 
"Doubt is not the opposite of faith, nor 
is it the same as unbelief. Doubt is a 
state of mind in suspension between 
faith and unbelief so that it is neither 
of them wholly and it is each only part
ly.”8 Doubt marks a fork in the road 
where one can either proceed toward a 
renewed faith or toward despair and 
unbelief. Thus burnout becomes a spiri
tual issue.

Burnout is also a spiritual crisis be
cause of the emotional withdrawal and 
alienation common to it. As burnout 
takes hold, it is not unusual for one’s 
ability to perceive reality to become 
somewhat distorted. While this may 
not be in any sense delusional, there 
may be a marked reduction in one’s 
ability to "read” what is happening ac
curately and to respond properly. One 
common manifestation of this is a sense 
of paranoia. There may be a vague 
sense that some group in the church is 
after us. Thus begins an unnecessary 
defensing process which can become a 
vicious circle. In this condition one 
becomes alienated from the people of 
God, and biblical fellowship and com
munion break down. In withdrawing 
emotionally the minister’s capacity to 
bear the congregation’s burdens and 
the capacity to share burdens with the 

congregation declines (see Gal. 6:2).
The minister in burnout also faces 

the reality of accidie or acedia (akedia, 
Gk.). While the word sloth has general
ly been used to communicate the mean
ing of acedia, phrases such as "What 
difference does it make?” "Who cares?” 
and "Why bother?” convey the mean
ing more effectively in our day. Anyone 
who has experienced burnout has prob
ably uttered these phrases and knows 
that acedia is part of burnout. Evagrius 
of Pontus was the first to use the term 
in a technical manner when he listed it 
among the eight evil thoughts. St. 
Gregory the Great later listed acedia as 
one of the seven deadly sins.9

Throughout its history the church 
has looked on acedia as a significant 
spiritual problem. When burnout 
strikes, the capacity to care is lost as 
the individual withdraws in an attempt 
to keep from being further hurt. Urban 
T. Holmes said: "Acedia is boredom, 
apathy, listlessness, or uncaring. It is 
the inability to train and remain disci
plined because we no longer care, we 
have lost our intentionality and we give 
ourselves over to our feelings.”10

Finally, burnout is a spiritual issue 
because of the loss of the sense of grace 
in the minister’s experience. In the 
midst of doubt and depression, the min
ister finds it increasingly difficult to 
stand before the people of God and pro
claim the grace of God to others when 
God seems so absent in his own life. In 
most cases the bills still need to be paid 
and the family fed, so the possibility of 
an extended retreat to work out these 
issues may not be a reality. So every 
week a smile is forced and grace 
preached with the result that one feels 
hypocritical, and self-condemnation 
becomes a reality. Or it may be that the 
minister preaches in such a way that 
hostility is ventilated on the congrega
tion. Self-condemnation is the result.
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This self-condemnation says, "I should 
not be like this,” "God is not pleased 
with me like I am,” or, "If I were a real 
minister. ...” The minister may lose 
the sense of God’s grace. Joy and laugh
ter may give way to cynicism and self- 
hate.

At this point it is tempting to ask, 
"How can burnout be prevented?” 
While certain behaviors or the lack of 
certain behaviors can increase the 
likelihood of burnout, a major factor in 
burnout is a defective view of reality or 
a defective faith.

A defective faith is in operation, for 
example, when the minister responds 
with disbelief when opposed or be
trayed by a parishioner. Does the min
ister not believe in sin and the 
demonic? In the textbook and the Bible, 
yes; in life, perhaps no. In reality we all 
have a set of intellectual beliefs that we 
say we believe and a set of implicit be
liefs that govern our everyday activity. 
Rarely do the two circles overlap per
fectly.

Few actively seek to bring these two 
circles of belief into alignment with 
each other until there is a "pinch” or 
sense of tension. Following ordination 
the minister enters the parish armed 
with a seminary degree and a vast 
array of places where the two circles do 
not match up. Reality can be a harsh 
revealer of these places. As sandpaper 
moves across the board to grind away 
the places that are not in alignment, so 
the daily task of ministry begins the 
process of bringing the two circles into 
alignment.

Thus it seems to this writer that for 
some burnout may be a necessary step 
toward greater maturity and effective
ness in ministry. In saying this it is 
vital to acknowledge the depth of pain 
this process brings. The implicit belief 
structure discussed above constitutes a 
faith, a view of reality, a way of being 

in the world. It is our life. This faith is 
not just modified in the alignment pro
cess; it dies, and death is painful. It 
must give way so that a new faith may 
be born, a faith born in the reality of 
God’s Word. The reader would do well 
to look carefully at The Road Less Trav
eled by M. Scott Peck for help in this 
area.11

The danger inherent in this process 
must also be acknowledged. As men
tioned earlier, burnout leads one to a 
fork in the road. One fork leads to 
renewed faith, but the other leads to 
despair and unbelief. One should not 
underestimate the possibility of falling 
onto the darker of these two roads. The 
pressure and the temptation to give up 
are immense, for in giving up one 
moves out of the arena of struggle. One, 
of course, also moves out of the arena of 
spiritual growth. Os Guinness de
scribed this pressure-filled struggle:

Just as a plane presses at the sound 
barrier and shudders with the impact 
as it breaks through, the visionary 
through-sight of faith takes on itself 
the crushing weight of the contradic
tions of reality. Often there is a mo
ment just prior to breakthrough when 
the pressure is most intense and faith 
seems to shudder under the strain, 
threatening even to disintegrate.12 
While the process of losing faith in 

burnout is deeply painful, the joy comes 
in recovering faith, of finding new 
faith. Robert Sabbath in a helpful arti
cle on burnout spoke to this:

Burn-out consumes our illusions and 
false expectations. God alone is our 
hope and expectation, our vision and 
joy.... Burn-out is a refining fire that 
can detach us from an excessive iden
tity with the results of our work and 
the impact we make in the world. It 
can teach us a deeper trust in God by 
forcing us to withdraw all hope, 
ideals, visions, and expectations from 
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every other object, situation, thing, or 
person—except God. So burnout 
becomes not just stages of disillusion
ment, but if persisted in faithfully, it 
can become a maturing process of 
faith. Burn-out disestablishes our illu
sions and establishes true faith. . . .

The only difference between a cynic 
and a saint is faith. Both the cynic and 
the saint know the same discouraging 
reality of this world’s pain and the 
difficulty by which any true healing 
and redemption come. . . .

Burn-out holds the potential for 
making of us either cynics or saints. 
In the midst of burn-out, we have a 
choice: We can swing from the heights 
of all our unmet expectations to the* 
detached withdrawal of no expecta
tions at all. Or we can learn to grow in 
faith and transfer our misplaced ex
pectations to their proper focus on 
God alone.13

In order to find the joy of new faith, we 
must be willing to walk through the 
valley to get there. "It is tempting to 
assume we can leapfrog over Good Fri
day and land squarely on Easter.”14 We 
cannot.

If one must go through the valley 
without easy detours, then the question 
becomes, How can this be done most 
effectively? First, it is vital to have a 
guide. This may be a spiritual director, 
a psychiatrist, a pastoral counselor, or 
some other person trained in psycho
therapeutic skills. This individual will 
be able to help you discover your im
plicit belief structure and to under
stand why it is so painful to let it go. 
One should not expect this to be an 
overnight process. It is not a quick-fix 
job. Allow God to work in His providen
tial time. Relax!

Then it will be helpful to find a friend 
who will covenant to pray for you daily, 
even though you may not feel like pray
ing for yourself. This should be some

one who cares about you and is willing 
to keep this convenant.

Find some good printed materials to 
help you. Clergy Burnout by Roy Os
wald has been mentioned. It is, per
haps, the most helpful printed resource 
available. It consists of printed infor
mation, exercises, a tape to guide you 
through the material, a series of coping 
strategies, and a half hour of phone 
time with a counselor. Other helpful 
books are The Road Less Traveled by 
Peck and In Two Minds by Guinness. 
Other books and articles listed in the 
notes will prove helpful.

Finally, share with someone what is 
happening to you. Perhaps a trusted 
colleague can be a beginning. To your 
surprise, some individuals can readily 
empathize with you.

Above all, remember God’s promise. 
"But they that wait upon the Lord shall 
renew their strength; they shall mount 
up with wings as eagles; they shall run, 
and not be weary; and they shall walk, 
and not faint” (Isa. 40:31).
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The Cruciality of 
Compassion in Ministry to 
the Depressed
M. DEAN REGISTER

A venerable seminary professor with 
many years of ministerial experience 
was asked by a student how it felt to be 
depressed. A lingering silence followed 
the question, and a hush fell upon the 
class. Tears welled in the professor’s 
eyes. Maintaining his composure but 
barely able to speak, he replied softly, 
"Young man, ... it hurts.”

Depression is a hurt that requires 
healing. Each week I counsel with de
pressed persons. Some are bright young 
executives sweating the pressures of 
vocational demands. Others are senior 
adults gazing fearfully into the sunset 
years. Some are homemakers with pa
rental heartaches, and some are com
mon laborers struggling against a 
surging tide of monotony. The circum
stances and difficulties are different for 
each one, but the crucial need is the 
same—the need for compassion.

I write as a pilgrim and a pastor. For 
several years I listened to depressed 
persons from the security of a lofty 
emotional tower. I heard men and 
women share the garbage and the good. 
I advised, counseled, and often pre
scribed activities to alleviate their 
hurts. In a way I jested at the wounds 
of depression but only because I carried 
no visible scars. However, my under
standing of depression and my ministry 
to depressed persons has been radically 
altered by my own encounter with it.

John Bunyan in Pilgrim's Progress 

described a miry bog on Christian’s 
journey called the "Slough of De
spond.”1 It was an ugly pit of depres
sion and muck.

Recently, Don Baker in Depression: 
Finding Hope and Meaning in Life's 
Darkest Shadow described depression 
as a "black hole.”2 Depressed persons 
identify with the pictures of a slough or 
a black hole because of the dark, per
plexing, lonely, and intimidating ex
perience of depression. For me the 
pictures are painfully real, and the 
paint is still wet in places. As I have 
analyzed my pilgrimage, I have real
ized that my healing was initiated 
through several significant people: two 
fellow pastors, a physician, and a hand
ful of sisters and brothers who modeled 
compassion. The knowledge, counsel
ing, and medical treatment alone 
would have helped. However, without 
the compassion the wound might have 
festered; and the healing certainly 
would have been delayed.

Definition of Compassion
Compassion is a willful sharing of an
other’s suffering in order to render aid. 
Although compassion is often equated 
with pity, sympathy, and empathy, it is 
distinguished by the dynamic of its 
function—identification with and help 
for a sufferer. Consequently, Robert 
Roberts said that compassion is a con
strual of a suffering person as a cher
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ished fellow, a form of love based in the 
fellowship of common weaknesses.3 He 
said, "When I perceive someone com
passionately, the weaknesses or suffer
ing or sin I see in him is a quality I see 
also in myself.”4 To be compassionate is 
to accept intensely another’s hurt and 
to work toward healing that hurt in a 
nonjudgmental manner.

Necessity of Compassion
Norman Wright claimed depression is 
a scream that some area of our life has 
been neglected.5 Whether diagnosed as 
endogenous, neurotic, or reactive, 
depression signals a message to our 
emotional, physiological, and spiritual 
center. Compassion is essential because 
depressives typically harbor deval na
tive opinions about themselves and 
their future and cannot change their 
view without reconstructive help from 
the outside.

Emotionally.—Archibald Hart called 
depression the dominating emotion of 
our age.6 Culturally our mood has shift
ed from one of anxiety to one of melan
choly.7 Cumulative stresses, the pace of 
activity, and increasing emphases on 
success and performance have created 
an emotional imbalance that tilts more 
toward superhuman than human. 
Since depression often makes one feel 
unworthy and unloved, a wise coun
selor could initiate a positive self-image 
by acting as a compassionate other.

Clyde Narramore believes that the 
foundation of "successful therapy with 
the depressed person is the counselor’s 
reaction of love and acceptance.”8 
Sometimes a depressive is told to "snap 
out of it” or "quit feeling sorry for your
self.” Narramore said: "If the de
pressed person had been able to 
overcome his feelings, he would have 
done so long ago. What he needs now is 
not advice, but rather, understan
ding.”9

One of the most callous attitudes to 
hold while ministering to a depressive 
is one that assumes a judgmental, "you- 
shouldn’t-feel-this-way” position.

Stanley Strong’s article in the Jour
nal of Pastoral Counseling affirmed 
this point. He said, "In the therapeutic 
relationship, the strongest and most 
important intervention is to extend to 
clients an unqualified acceptance as 
persons.”10 This does not mean the en
dorsement in toto of all the depressive’s 
actions and emotions, but it does mean 
that the minister/counselor offers him
self as an agent of nonjudgmental com
passion. Whenever such occurs, a 
depressive is often allowed to relax and 
to receive the necessary healing.

Physiologically.—"I’m so tired” and 
"I don’t have the energy to accomplish 
anything” are frequent expressions. 
With neurotic and reactive depression 
the body slows down its activity in re
sponse to a stress, a loss, or a threat. 
With endogenous depression and its at
tending biochemical problems, the en
ergy output also grinds to a 
conservative halt.

Every depressive needs to confide in 
a physician or psychiatrist at some 
point. Some disorders can only be treat
ed through medication and proper bio
chemical balancing. Middle-aged 
women and men frequently discover 
that the physiological protective sys
tems begin to erode under the pro
longed effects of depression. They 
cannot engage in activities once en
joyed with zest. Their reserve energies 
have become depleted, and the body’s 
emergency drive no longer operates at 
maximum capacity. Consequently, 
they perceive themselves as misfits in a 
health-oriented, physique-conscience 
society; and the shadow of depression 
lengthens.

A minister/counselor must realize 
that depression integrates with the en
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tire body. Depressives need to hear that 
it is OK to feel tired and sluggish. Com
passion is crucial in this area because 
most depressives draw two erroneous 
conclusions about physiology and 
depression: (1) One’s worth as a person 
depends on the absence of physiological 
weakness. (2) One’s future as a person 
hinges on unlimited resources of ener
gy and performance.

A depressive needs to hear the in
junction of Lesley Hazleton that one 
has "the right to feel bad.”11 One is not 
an inferior person because depression 
is draining him of his drive to play 
sports or games with his children. One 
is not subhuman because depression 
has rendered her unable to perform as 
the perfect mother with boundless zeal. 
A depressive needs a compassionate 
other to explain clearly that his or her 
condition is a common condition that is 
understandable and curable.

Spiritually.—Many Christians strug
gling with depression think of them
selves as spiritual flops. Perhaps 
unintentionally, American evangelical 
Christianity has fostered the idea that 
real Christians never get depressed. 
Haven’t we placed heroes of the faith, 
both classical and contemporary, on a 
spiritual level that leaves no place for 
depression? I remember how refreshing 
and eye-opening it was for me to read 
the biographies of Martin Luther and 
Frederick Robertson and discover the 
humanity of each in bouts with depres
sion. Historian Roland Bainton ac
knowledged that Luther’s "whole life 
was a struggle against them (depres
sions), a fight for faith.”12

The deepest scars of depression are 
occasionally embedded at one’s spiri
tual center. Thoughts of spiritual 
inadequacy and feelings of guilt, con
demnation, and rejection torment 
many sincere believers. Recently a 
seventeen-year-old depressed youth in 

my church wept as he vented his doubts 
and subsequently rejoiced to learn that 
honest doubt walks close beside genu
ine faith.

David Seamands argued for the 
necessity of dealing compassionately 
with ourselves and with others in the 
spiritual realm. He indicated that 
preachers have often given people the 
mistaken idea that the new birth and 
being "filled with the Spirit” automati
cally cure personality or emotional dis
orders.13

Minirth and Meier in their book Hap
piness Is a Choice unfortunately advo
cate that the "Christian who is 
depressed is depressed because he is 
choosing... to be depressed, choosing 
not to live by God’s principles.”14 Obvi
ously some believers succumb to 
depression because of a violation of 
God’s purpose for their lives, but I 
doubt that many Christians either 
enjoy or choose depression. Seamands, 
concluding that one should refrain 
from unfairly judging the struggles of 
others, says that such Christians are 
not "fakes, phonies, or hypocrites. They 
are people, like you and me, with hurts 
and scars and wrong programming that 
interfere with their present behavi
or.”15

A depressive who is a Christian needs 
a minister/counselor to embody com
passion and to clarify the spiritual ob
scurities. Depression doesn’t mean that 
one is a spiritual dwarf. It does not 
mean that one is weird and that every
one else is perfect. Depressives often 
think that God is angry at them or that 
they have failed God and His church 
irretrievably. Healing begins when 
they begin to see the smile of God and 
begin to experience through a compas
sionate minister/counselor the ex
travagance of God’s love.
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Modeling Compassion in One's Ministry
To know that one should act compas
sionately is one thing; to actually en
gage in compassionate ministry with a 
depressed person is another. Several 
factors are helpful in modeling compas
sion.

First, realize that our timeless model 
of compassion is Christ. He understood 
the struggles of confessing people: a 
woman with multiple husbands, an 
embezzler, a doubting disciple, and a 
lady trapped in an adulterous scheme. 
He listened. He cared. He lifted loads of 
garbage from the lives of burdened peo
ple and offered forgiveness.

Second, attempt to explore the dy
namics at work in the depressive’s life. 
This calls for diagnostic skills. Probe, 
question, and walk with him or her 
along the roads of the past and present. 
Listen for hurts. Watch the eyes. In re
turn express either nonverbally or ver
bally an "it’s-OK-and-I-really- 
understand” attitude. Paul Tournier 
wrote that the source of much failure in 
psychotherapy (and pastoral counsel
ing) is "the spirit of judgmentalism.”16 
A depressed Christian finds more cer
tain and accurate conviction from the 
Holy Spirit than from a judgmental 
minister.

Third, communicate grace. Just as 
you have received God’s unqualified 
goodness, transmit the same to a strug
gling depressive. Grace liberates even 
those severely wounded. So many times 
a fellow struggler needs to hear the par
able of the "waiting father” more so 
than the parable of the "prodigal son.” 
A depressive needs to envision the Fa
ther with outstretched arms, running 
toward him or her, laughing and crying 
both at once, because He is so eager to 
give His love.

Fourth, practice encouragement. A 
depressed person is hypercritical of self 
and easily discouraged. Ongoing en

couragement is essential to the solidifi
cation of hope. When a depressive fails 
to hear encouragement, hope wains; 
and the depression intensifies. Affirma
tion such as, "You will get better,” and, 
"You will work through these strug
gles,” is adhesive encouragement; it 
sticks long after the counseling session.

Modeling compassion is an ongoing 
process, and it is crucial to the healing 
of so many who are crushed by depres
sion. J. H. Jowett once said: "My breth
ren, I do not know how any Christian 
service is to be fruitful if the servant is 
not primarily baptized in the spirit of a 
suffering compassion. We can never 
heal the needs we do not feel.”17

The causes of depression run deep in 
the human psyche, and it baffles the 
experts to know how best to diagnose a 
need and suggest a cure, but the role of 
compassion in ministry to depressives 
deserves a careful hearing—and a con
tinuing practice.
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Church Health: Doing 
Right Things, Doing
Things Right
SHARON G. JOHNSON 
and PHILIP M. VAN AUKEN

Two critical processes determine 
church health: the strategic process, 
which focuses on defining the goals and 
purposes of a church, and the opera
tional process, which focuses on devel
oping the programs and procedures of a 
church. These processes are distinct yet 
interrelated.

Church strategy concerns such cru
cial matters as how to reach the un
saved, developing ministries to meet 
congregational needs, determining 
budget priorities, and equipping lay 
leaders to carry out the church’s mis
sion. Operations processes are needed 
to implement strategy—visitation pro
grams, secretarial support, formal and 
informal communications.

Strategy: Doing Right Things
The strategic process is the goal-deter
mining process. To be effective, strate
gy must be:

Christ centered.—Goals must reflect 
God’s will for the church.

Clearly communicated.—Goals must 
be visible to all in the church.

Cons is ten tly constructed.—Effective 
strategy must develop goals that are 
consistent with one another and appro
priately prioritized.

Consciously committed.—Goals will 
be actively endorsed by church mem
bers only if they are personally rele
vant and participatively developed.

Operations: Doing Things Right
The operations process concerns goal 
implementation. The church engages 
in group and individual actions to gen
erate and apply resources. Efficient op
erations should reflect several criteria:

Quantity.—Are enough time, effort, 
and resources being applied?

Quality.—Are the right actions being 
taken with a view to excellence?

Timing.—Are steps being taken 
when they should be, in the order they 
should be taken?

Cost.—Are resources being used at 
the planned rate and in reasonable pro
portion to anticipated results?

Accountability.—Are actions being 
taken by the right people?

Feedback.—Are the results of actions 
being collected, analyzed, and utilized 
to improve future performance?

Strategy and Operations: Four Positions
To simplify, we can relate strategy and 
operations on a grid:

Operations Efficient Inefficient

Effective Ineffective

£ g
1 3

2 4
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For the sake of illustration, we have 
created four situations showing various 
combinations of strategic and opera
tional strengths and weaknesses.

Position 1.—This church exhibits 
both effective strategy and efficient op
erations. Simply put, the church knows 
what it wants to do and does it well.

Position 2,—This church operates 
with great efficiency but lacks mean
ingful strategy. Such a church is not 
always easy to recognize because it is 
active and efficient. Committees meet, 
classes are held, budgets are developed, 
programs are implemented. But in 
some way the church has a problem 
with its sense of direction. Maybe its 
evangelism effort is halting or rudder
less, or considerable controversy sur
rounds budget priorities, or certain 
ministries undermine what other min
istries are seeking to accomplish. To 
say that a church is strategically in
effective does not necessarily mean it is 
completely lacking a sense of direction. 
It may be that:

• The church is pursuing so many 
goals that none receives adequate at
tention.

• Goals are not communicated clear
ly or regularly.

• Goals are not reviewed from year 
to year.

• Goals are not really relevant to the 
average church member.

• Goals are unrealistic in terms of 
available resources.

• Goals are trivial or unchallenging.
Position 3.—This church has an effec

tive strategic position but is inefficient 
in reaching and sustaining that posi
tion operationally. Operational prob
lems can stem from a variety of causes:

People.—Too few, too many, poorly 
trained, unmotivated, misplaced, or un
cooperative.

Timing.—Action too late or too soon, 
action improperly sequenced.

Communication.—Too little, too late, 
too much, wrong kind.

Organization Structure.—Too loose, 
too rigid, too complicated.

Control.—No standards, no follow
up, no corrective action.

Position 4.—This church has neither 
effective strategy nor efficient opera
tions—it lacks both vision and vitality.

Churches in position 4 may well be 
characterized by sleepy indifference or 
arrogant blindness. For example, lead
ers might be locked in a paralyzing 
power struggle that saps the congrega
tion’s productive energies; or massive 
resistance to needed congregational 
change blunts every effort to grow; or so 
few congregation members volunteer 
their time (or money) that ongoing min
istries begin to fall apart.

Principles of Positioning for Church Health
The framework provided by the strate
gy-operations grid suggests a number of 
key principles of church health:

Principle of movement.—It is not ac
curate to say that a church has 
"arrived” at any one of the four grid 
positions. Rather, churches should be 
seen as moving deeper into a present 
position or moving toward a different 
position. A church cannot rest; it is a 
body in motion.

Principle of gravity.—There is a 
natural tendency for all churches to 
slide toward strategic ineffectiveness 
and operational inefficiency (position 
4). Movement toward position 1 re
quires active and continuing leader
ship. Position 4 movement is the 
natural result of inattention and inac
tivity.

Principle of momentum.—Movement 
from position 1 to position 2 (that is, 
toward strategic ineffectiveness) occurs 
as a once-viable strategy is pursued 
without reexamination or redirection. 
Strategies are effective because they 
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are compatible with environmental 
conditions. As conditions change with
out a corresponding change in strategy, 
strategy becomes increasingly ill suited 
for the environment.

Principle of inertia.—Movement 
from position 1 to position 3 (that is, 
toward operational inefficiency) occurs 
as once-viable operations are left un
changed because of the difficulty in al
tering "the way things are done here.” 
Failure to revitalize operations as con
ditions change leads increasingly to the 
wrong things being done by the wrong 
people at the wrong times.

Principle of mutual effect.—Ineffi
cient operations are likely to erode 
strategic effectiveness, and ineffective 
strategy is likely to erode operational 
efficiency. Put another way, position 2 
and position 3 churches are likely to 
become position 4 churches. Operation
al inefficiency frustrates strategic ac
complishment, thus threatening the 
commitment to strategic goals. Strate
gic ineffectiveness makes operational 
efficiency meaningless, rather like 
working hard without a goal.

Principle of myopia.—Insiders often 
have a tendency to misread church 
problems because of observer bias. 
Those most involved in church opera
tions commonly perceive operational 
inefficiency as a symptom (of poor 
strategy) rather than as a problem. The 
same is often true of those most in
volved in strategy.

Principle of missubstitution.—There 
is a tendency to compensate for strate
gic ineffectiveness by substituting in
creased operational activity. There is 
also a tendency, though less pro
nounced, to try to remedy operational 
inefficiency by examining strategic 
effectiveness issues.

Principle of entropy.—A church 

which is both strategically ineffective 
and operationally inefficient will 
become increasingly less directed and 
less active unless leaders strive to rees
tablish the church in a radically new 
form. Small adjustments to position 4 
churches are almost always doomed to 
failure.

Practical Guidelines for Church Health
The following practical guidelines can 
be of great assistance to churches seek
ing to do right things in the right way:

1. Clarify the "why” of church pro
grams and activities before the "how.”

2. Derive congregational goals and 
priorities with maximum participation 
of members. Remember, participation 
breeds commitment.

3. Do not equate talking about a 
problem with solving the problem.

4. Avoid "paralysis by analysis” 
that stems from incessant committee 
meetings, routine, and the status quo.

5. Periodically reevaluate the im
portance and fruitfulness of all en
trenched programs and meetings.

6. Hold congregational leaders ac
countable for results achieved, not 
hours served.

7. Do not allow new ministries to 
undermine established ones unless this 
reflects an agreed-upon strategic plan.

8. Continually remind congrega
tion members of church goals, strate
gies, and priorities.

9. Avoid going in too many direc
tions at one time. Successful strategy 
execution demands prolonged commit
ment, frequent recharging of energy, 
and considerable patience.

10. Most importantly, unceasingly 
ask God to guide and direct the 
church’s goals and priorities through 
enthusiasm born of the Holy Spirit.
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Understanding the 
Dynamics of a Small 
Church
GARY E. FARLEY

A favorite tale concerning an East 
Tennessee folk hero goes like this. One 
bright afternoon in the spring of the 
year, he and his five sons were clearing 
stones from a hillside field. A neighbor 
came riding by, reigned up his horse, 
and surveyed the activity. After a time 
he opined that this seemed to be an ex
ercise in futility. That old rocky field 
will not grow much of anything. To this 
the father replied, "It will grow boys 
into men.” And it did. The sons built 
what is now the very successful Stok- 
ley-VanCamp Company.

Rocks are useful for building, for de
fending, and for attacking; but one 
thing they lack—a dynamic. People 
and rocks are different sorts of things. 
Only persons have a will. For a rock to 
do anything useful or otherwise, it 
must be acted upon. Only people can be 
self-starters. Informed by their under
standing and stimulated by their emo
tions, people act. Using their resources 
(body, mind, culture, and material 
things), they act to achieve what they 
will.

By the way of example, return to our 
farmer-father. What did he will for his 
boys? He wanted them to grow into 
physically strong adults, who knew 
how to labor and who valued strenuous, 
productive work. The father was using 
the rocks, the need to prepare a field, 
and the energies of the lads to achieve 
his will for them. (And if he had failed, 

part of the responsibility must lie with 
the boys themselves because they also 
had wills.)

Philosophers, social scientists, and 
theologians have given much attention 
to the dynamics of persons, groups and 
institutions. They use terms such as 
will, motivation, goals, power, and pur
poses in their analysis. The '"dynamic” 
of what follows in this article is to draw 
upon their findings to discover the dy
namics of persons in a small church. Its 
purpose is to enhance ministry. If one 
understands the sources, processes, and 
goals of the energies brought together 
in a congregation, his efforts will likely 
be more effective.

Defining Terms
Dynamics.—Dynamics is being used 
here to indicate those energies, forces, 
needs, and resources which activate 
persons, groups, and institutions. Some 
elements of the dynamic are natural or 
innate and are common to the race. 
Others are conveyed by culture and 
learned by individuals. Still others (e.g. 
indwelling of the Spirit) are supernatu
ral. Conversely, as a result of sin, a 
dark dynamic is at work in men and 
institutions which could be termed sub
natural or demonic. Further, every 
group of persons seems to develop a per
sonality and accompanying dynamic of 
its own. This is true, as will be shown in 
the case of churches.

40 Search



Humankind has long recognized the 
forces driving people and groups to be 
of both natural and supernatural (as 
well as subnatural) origin. Behavioral 
scientists have studied the one and 
theologians the others.

The New Testament treats subnatu- 
ral/supernatural dynamics extensive
ly. Many of the problems with which 
Jesus dealt were attributed to evil pow
ers or spirits. In His interview with 
Nicodemus, our Lord identified person
al salvation with spiritual "new birth.” 
The reception of the new spiritual dy
namic was dramatized by the events of 
Pentecost. The apostle Paul spoke of 
the "fruits of the Spirit” and "gifts of 
the Spirit.” More than once he warned 
his readers not to confuse the works of 
evil spirits with that of God’s Spirit. 
This is because the demons often trick 
the believer by appearing to be good 
rather than evil.

The church,—Baptists have followed 
Paul’s analogy of the body in the formu
lation of an ecclesiology. Like the body 
the church has many interdependent 
parts. (See 1 Cor. 12:13-27.) Each has an 
important function to play. For the 
body to be well and whole, the several 
parts must do their jobs effectively, effi
ciently, and harmoniously.

And like a human body the church 
has both its static structure or form and 
its dynamic processes and spirit. This is 
true both of individual parts and of the 
whole. Even as its Lord, the church is a 
divine-human reality. On the one hand 
it is driven and empowered by the 
human needs of persons and groups as 
identified by the behavioral scientists. 
On the other hand, it is driven and em
powered by God’s Holy Spirit. Con
versely, it is bombarded by the dark 
dynamic of the demonic as well. Fur
ther, a body is affected by other bodies 
nearby and by the environment in 
which it exists.

Levels of analysis— Picture in your 
mind a church. It is comprised of many 
parts (persons). Each has dynamic 
forces impelling (and sometimes imped
ing) it. And as parts are united in or
gans, new dynamic forces emerge. This 
is what we are going to consider in what 
follows. In doing this I plan to consider 
four levels of dynamics—personal, 
group, institutional, and environmen
tal. This is a different way of looking at 
the church for most of us. Yet I have 
found it a useful exercise, and those 
who have done it with me in several 
rural church conferences share this tes
timony.

People Dynamics
Glenn and Mary are in their early for
ties. They have two teenage children. 
They move into the Forks of the Creek 
Baptist Church community. The family 
is converted and unites with the 
church. Let us see if we can identify the 
dynamics at work in this family and its 
members which they bring to the Forks 
of the Creek congregation.

A most obvious factor is the spiritual 
enthusiasm they are experiencing as a 
result of their conversion. This is spiri
tual hunger, needing to be fed. As spiri
tual newborns they have a great desire 
for nourishment, exercise, and train
ing.

They bring their resources such as 
money, skills, gifts, talents, and friend
ships outside the congregation. Each of 
these can be used or developed to en
rich the life of the church.

Each person of this family has the 
physical and emotional needs common 
to their age group, social/cultural back
ground, and economic class. Glenn and 
Mary and the children expect the 
church and its members to meet some 
of their needs.

They bring their expectations about 
churches. They are looking for certain 
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kinds of people, behaviors, and events 
which they believe characterize 
churches.

They bring a set of values, a perspec
tive, or worldview, learned in the soci
ety and which likely contains elements 
which are in conflict with that held by 
the more spiritually mature members 
of Forks of the Creek. While salvation 
is instantaneous, reprogramming to 
live the Christian life-style must in
volve long-term development.

They bring some desires or wishes 
which are common to humankind—for 
security, new experience, recognition, 
and response. (A related listing in
cludes comfort, identity, power and 
meaning.) Central to these desires are 
the "warm fuzzies” one can receive 
from associations with others. If these 
desires are not met in the church, 
Glenn and Mary will probably look 
elsewhere.

They have learned the principle of re
ciprocity which governs interpersonal 
relations in our society. Simply, it 
means that if someone does you a good 
turn you are obligated to return it in 
kind. (Unfortunately, there is also a 
"negative” corollary.) Consequently, 
they will evaluate their experience in 
the church in terms of what they per
ceive as its "costs” and "benefits.” If 
they become and remain active in 
Forks of the Creek, it will be because 
they see the benefits outweighing the 
costs.

Each brings his scripts and styles. 
Each person has a bundle of social 
roles, and each one has learned to play 
his roles in a unique way. Some com
mon styles have been identified as 
those of cheerleader, draft horse, think
er, and joker. (Incidentally, it seems 
that each of these roles must be per
formed in a group like a church. Who 
takes these roles in your church?)

Sociologists have identified four basic 

modes of interaction—competition, con
flict, cooperation, and consensus. Like 
many of us, Glenn and Mary may have 
allowed one of these modes to become 
typical of their interactions with oth
ers. (If one is typically a conflict interac- 
tionist, he may not fit well in a church 
where consensus is important.)

Finally, each one brings his autobiog
raphy. Included are the joys and ago
nies of his life. Held together by the 
thread of memory, they comprise his 
sense of self. This affects the way in 
which he perceives and responds to 
events in the life of the church.

These ten items are among the im
portant raw materials out of which 
churches work with people to foster 
spiritual growth and to develop in the 
context of the corporate life of the con
gregation. This is what makes church 
work both exciting and difficult. People 
are not lumps of clay which church 
leaders can fashion as they will. No, 
they are dynamic folk with needs, 
drives, resources, and motives which 
must be acknowledged in the process of 
spiritual growth, congregational as
similation, and mission enterprise. 
Further, it seems almost inevitable 
that when so much energy is brought 
together from so many different 
sources at least some minor explosions 
should occur.

Group Dynamics
Large chunks of our living are done in 
relationship with groups of other peo
ple. Here many of our needs are met. 
Here we may find our power enhanced. 
In fact, many personal goals can only 
be realized in concert with others. But 
groups are also more than mere exten
sions of the persons by whom they are 
comprised. Groups can generate their 
own unique goals and coordinate their 
resources to achieve the goals. Now let 
us consider the dynamics of a group, 
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any group, of which the church congre
gation is a specific type.

As with chemicals, the mixing of per
sons in a group creates new powers 
which are greater than the sum of their 
parts. This is certainly true in the case 
of a church. Often a group will become 
a quasi-person with an existence of its 
own. (The very presence of other people 
can motivate one to levels of effort he 
had not dreamed possible.)

Groups set and seek to attain goals. 
This process gives the group a sense of 
direction and purpose. Some of the 
goals of the church have been identified 
as worship, witness, education, fellow
ship, mission support, intercessory 
prayer, ministry to the needs of per
sons, and a moral/prophetic leaven for 
the community. The church constructs 
facilities and designs programs to assist 
it in achieving these goals. It also trains 
members and fosters their spiritual 
growth so that they may carry out 
these tasks in their everyday life.

The church adapts itself to its envi
ronment. It does this in part by con
demning the sins most prevalent in its 
age and place, by translating the gospel 
into the idiom of the age, by employing 
the media, and by seeking to influence 
the structure and the practice of other 
institutions. Consider for a moment 
how you and your church have done all 
of these.

The successful group is the one which 
gets itself organized to achieve its goals. 
Normally this means surveying re
sources, considering possible courses of 
action, choosing one, assigning tasks, 
coordinating efforts, and motivating 
members to expend the required effort. 
Baptist churches have been successful 
in doing these things. Returning to 
Paul’s example, like the "body” the 
many organizations of the local church 
must work in harmony to achieve 
group goals. When they fail to do so, the 

body suffers disease, one that may 
prove disabling, if not fatal.

Most groups are as effective as are 
their leaders. This is the reason care 
must be taken in selecting and training 
leaders. Normally Baptist church lead
ers are persons who personally feel 
called out and empowered by God’s 
Spirit for their specific tasks. And this 
"calling” is affirmed by the election of 
the congregation.

Not all leaders have the same style. 
Some are builders, others stabilizers, 
some bulldozers, others gardeners. But 
this can be good because different 
groups need different types of leaders, 
and any one group needs different lead
ership styles at different points in its 
life. So, ideally the style of the leader 
should be matched to the needs of the 
church.

Groups develop patterns for making 
decisions. Sociologists have identified 
three types of patterns. In one, accom
modation, group members suppress 
their desires and follow the will of a 
strong leader. In another, de facto, fear
ing to make a decision which might 
anger a part of the group, decision mak
ing is delayed until opportunity to act 
has passed. Most groups in America 
seem to subscribe to consensus decision 
making as ideal where all members can 
have a voice. Then a decision is made 
that everyone can accept. In our church 
polity Baptists seem to have pioneered 
and continue to employ widely the con
sensus model.

Likewise groups normally develop 
means of conflict resolution. Some
times consensus cannot be reached. 
Other times group members carry diff
erences between them which have oc
curred outside the group into the life of 
the group and disrupt it. And some
times there are personality clashes 
among members.

Our Lord anticipated this problem in 
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the life of the church and provided a 
model for conflict resolution. (See Matt. 
18:15-17.) Certainly one of the negative 
dynamics in some churches is the fail
ure to resolve conflicts. Of the churches 
I have known I cannot think of a more 
serious weakness. A most important 
factor in resolving conflicts is com
munication, as Jesus taught, between 
those who have differences. These 
should be discussed within the frame of 
the awareness of the overriding impor
tance of the task of the church. Differ
ences must not deflect the church from 
its goals, and therefore the parties 
must honestly seek to resolve them.

Selection and socialization of new 
members is of vital importance to a 
group. Without new members a group 
will ultimately die. Meanwhile it will 
lack the vitality of new ideas. Norm ally 
people unite with groups in which they 
feel comfortable and accepted. So even 
though a church declares that all per
sons are welcome, the very personality 
of the group will be attractive to some 
and not to others.

Further, most groups design a me
thodology by which they initiate new 
members into the practices, beliefs, tra
ditions, values, and interests of the 
group. For Glenn and Mary to be effec
tive members of the Forks of the Creek 
Church, they need to know about the 
history of the church, its organization, 
its goals, its beliefs, its activities, its 
needs, and its resources.

The socialization process should bond 
Glenn and Mary to the church. Sociolo
gists have discerned three categories of 
bonds. By deciding to unite with Forks 
of the Creek, Glenn and Mary have 
formed identity bonds with it. As they 
become active in the life of the church 
and take teaching assignments, leader
ship responsibilities, or other roles, 
they will form task bonds. And across 
the years as they join with the other 

members in achieving goals and as they 
look to the future and its objectives for 
the church, they will develop what are 
called crescive bonds. There is a gener
al axiom that the greater the number of 
bonds a person has with a group the 
more he is tied to it and the less likely 
he is to withdraw from it. Consequent
ly, the wise group leader seeks to bond 
the members to the group. This is why 
the consensus means of decision mak
ing discussed above which encourages 
membership involvement and commit
ment is so important.

Our Lord told us that whosoever 
would lose his life for the sake of Jesus 
would find it (Matt. 10:39). What is His 
sake? It is the kingdom which He 
preached. The church He established, 
while not the kingdom, makes it visi
ble. The effective church member is a 
team player. He is willing to sacrifice 
fulfillment of personal needs for the 
well-being of the group. When a group 
has members with this level of commit
ment, it will most likely succeed.

Life in a group can and should be ex
citing. When one is aware of the dy
namic forces involved, organizing and 
coordinating those forces can become a 
real adventure. This is particularly 
true for the pastor as he seeks to do 
God’s will through the group.

The ten points discussed in this sec
tion can be seen as basic needs, forces, 
drives, or motives—the dynamics of 
group life which affect its being. Fur
ther, groups tend to take on a character 
or personality which makes them 
recognizable in the community. This is 
termed a group’s institutional exis
tence.

Institutional Dynamics
Much of what I have shared in the two 
previous sections could be repeated 
here, but four or five additional quali
ties are unique to this level.
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A group becomes institutionalized 
when it acquires material resources— 
buildings, budget, tools of its trade. 
These make the work of the group pos
sible. They also make the group more 
visible to nonmembers.

Reputation is a mark of an institu
tionalized group. A group gets a reputa
tion in terms of what it is perceived as 
doing in the community—good or bad. 
Its reputation is also affected by the re
sources it controls. Once a congregation 
gets a bad reputation, overcoming it is 
difficult. A church fight, sexual miscon
duct by the leadership, or financial 
fraud can be a millstone around the 
neck of the group’s work.

A small church develops its own cul
ture, It includes elements of the '"group 
dynamics” discussed above, of the local 
and national general culture and of its 
denomination’s culture. Sociologists 
define culture as a set or configuration 
of beliefs, values, norms, language, ma
terial things, and behavior patterns 
that are normative for a distinct and 
distinguishable people.

For example, external style of archi
tecture, arrangement of church wor
ship area, Sunday School space, 
placement of pulpit, types of musical 
instruments, choice of hymnbooks—all 
of its visible, material resources reflect 
its culture.

Church culture also includes 
rhythm. When are the movable annual 
events—revivals, homecomings, spe
cial Bible studies, Vacation Bible 
School placed on the calendar?

Even nonliturgical congregations 
have rituals—greeting visitors, altar 
calls, stylized prayer lines, and orders 
of service.

And, of course, we have our rules of 
normative behavior. Consider the ex
pectations for what members should or 
should not do. These include refraining 
from vices and participation in the pro

gram and activities of the churches.
A church has its ""language of Zion.” 

These words and phrases are the spe
cial languages of the church.

Finally a church has its stories. This 
is the oral history of the great, the trag
ic, and the funny events that comprise 
the stream of life of the congregation. 
Glenn and Mary must learn the stories 
and identify with them as well as with 
the other cultural elements of the con
gregation.

I noticed an example of this in an 
urban congregation of Southern Bap
tists recently in Minnesota. In the 
auditorium were banners depicting bib
lical events—a cultural artifact bor
rowed from the Lutherans who are 
dominant in the region. And I suspect 
the cultural aspect makes it easier for 
the convert who is from the region to 
come into the fellowship of a Southern 
Baptist church.

Interinstitutional relations are also 
important. Any institution must relate 
in some way—cooperation, competi
tion, or conflict—with other institu
tions. A church relates to other 
churches and to schools, businesses, 
factories, government, recreation 
facilities, and many other community 
institutions. The church affects and is 
affected by all of these. The church also 
relates to similar institutions outside 
the immediate community. Things 
done at county, city, state, and national 
levels have direct and indirect impact 
on the life of the church. And a church 
individually or in concert with other 
congregations may impact what hap
pens at these broader levels.

Size is another important dynamic. 
Sociologists note that as a group adds 
members arithmetically, possible rela
tionships grow geometrically. The rela
tionships among people in the 
congregation are different at each level 
of growth. As a congregation moves 
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from one size to another, the nature of 
relationships will change. For example, 
a fellowship of thirty will likely have 
more intense relations than a small 
church of eighty.

Glenn and Mary were attracted to 
Forks of the Creek because it had a 
reputation for being a caring church. 
They knew members of the congrega
tion in other roles in the community 
and liked them. Their children liked 
the youth of the church. The church 
seemed to have a good program staffed 
by trained leaders. The building was 
neat, clean, and maintained.

Glenn and Mary had visited Barren 
Flats Church but did not like it much. 
They had heard that the church did not 
keep a pastor long. It seemed that two 
of the families were constantly vying to 
"run” the church. Most of the people 
seemed backward. And the building 
was cold and messy.

Glenn and Mary had also considered 
attending First Church County Seat 
Town. The building was beautiful. But 
Glenn had had bad experiences in 
doing business with some of the church 
members. And the congregation had a 
reputation of being rather socialite and 
clannish. Fortunately, they found a 
congregation nearby which met their 
needs and expectations.

Environmental Dynamics
Every institution operates in a physi
cal, a social, and a cultural environ
ment. A rural Appalachian church field 
will be long and narrow because it is 
much easier to travel up and down val
leys than across ridges. It is likely that 
the congregation will have customs 
which are unique to mountain church
es—gospel music, collection after the 
message, singsong delivery of message, 
altar calls, and prayers. Many rural 
churches are comprised largely of old 
people because this is the character of 

the community. The list of illustrations 
might be greatly expanded. But the 
point is already obvious.

Those who have occasion to visit in 
many different congregations note the 
similarity and the diversity of church
es. In many ways our churches are 
alike. They are meeting the same set of 
basic needs; they are driven by the 
same dynamics. And yet the dynamic 
mix and the givens of environment en
sure that each is unique.

There is no ideal type of church. The 
range of experiences, talents, and 
needs which people bring to a church 
cannot be met and used by any single 
organizational form. Environments 
and resources vary greatly. There is a 
place for diversity in congregations.

Here is a great strength of Baptists. 
We are a diverse denomination with 
congregations of varying socioeconom
ic, educational, and worship form levels 
as well as widening cultural and ethnic 
diversity. And yet any congregation 
must adapt itself to the dynamics of 
persons, groups, institutions, and envi
ronment. To do less is to be doomed to 
less than maximum effectiveness.

Now let us consider what can be fac
tored out from the experiences of Glenn 
and Mary at the Forks of the Creek 
Church and from the whole discussion 
of church dynamics which can assist 
you in your ministry. Here are some 
obvious points:

1. See needs of persons.
2. Harness resources.
3. Set a goal or goals.
4. Organize to achieve the goal.
5. Coordinate activities so they 

point toward the goal.
6. Relate to the environment— 

physical and sociocultural.
7. Provide the appropriate leader

ship.
8. Deal with conflict.
9. Socialize new members and build 
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bonds.
10. Help people see that the needs of 

the group will sometimes take prece
dence over their own.

Application
Having looked at the several levels and 
kinds of dynamics which impact on 
small churches in a broad, general way, 
the important next step is to apply 
these concepts to a concrete reality, 
such as your church. In all likelihood, 
as you read the article, you began this 
process with a series of small under
standings and casual applications. The 
following steps may help you formalize 
and expand this process:

1. List the persons (families) who 
have come into the fellowship of your 
church over the past two or three years. 
Consider each in terms of the ten "Peo
ple Dynamics” identified in this article.

Where was the church effective in re
sponding to these forces? Where did it 
fail? What else might be done in light of 
this set of dynamics?

2. List the persons who have opted 
to withdraw from the church either by 
transfer of membership or by inactivi
ty. What seem to be the reasons for 
this? Are any of these related to the 
"people” or the "group” dynamics dis
cussed in this article? What corrective 
measures might be taken?

3. List persons who, after visiting 
the church, opted to unite elsewhere. 
What dynamics impacting this choice 
can you identify? What steps could be 
taken to address this matter?

4. Specifically, are the goals of the 
congregation clear, well articulated, 
and widely accepted? Are successful 
efforts being made to foster teamwork 
within the church? Does the church 
make intentional efforts to bond new 
members to the fellowship? Detail how 
this is done.

5. What is the reputation of your 

church? To get a reading you might ask 
some neighboring pastors or the direc
tor of missions for an assessment from 
their observations.

6. Try to list elements of the 
rhythms, rituals, and rules of your 
church. Soon you will find that a com
plete list is not possible. Yet the process 
will demonstrate that the culture of 
your church is much more highly 
defined than you have ever imagined.

7. As you visit with people in the 
congregation, take note of the several 
stories that inform its life. Small 
churches in small, compact, old com
munities contain many wonderful sto
ries. What are some you have heard? 
How have you used them for under
standing or for illustrating spiritual 
truths and ministry?

8. Analyze how your church relates 
to the other institutions of the commu
nity. Is it like some rural churches, the 
only or the central institution? impor
tant? mostly ceremonial? at the fringe? 
scarcely known? alienated from?

9. How does your church relate to 
its several environments? Are there 
groups of people (frontiers) that are not 
being reached by a church in your com
munity? If so, what might your church 
do about it?

10. I have become increasingly con
vinced of the importance of numbers on 
how a congregation does church. What 
size is yours? How does this make it 
different than large congregations? I 
have heard many testimonies of the 
struggles of pastors as they tried to 
move a congregation from one size cate
gory to another. How does this fit your 
experience?

11. And this raises the issue of lead
ership. Typically, the older, smaller 
congregation has a tradition of strong 
lay leadership. Typically, a part of their 
story is survival in the face of a crisis, 
through which the leadership has 
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emerged. Sometimes this is good, evan
gelical, mission-minded leadership. 
Other times it is status quo oriented. 
Learning how to work with this leader
ship is one of the most difficult lessons 
for ministers to learn. What is the lead
ership of your church like? Do you and 
they share a common set of goals, 
dreams, and methodologies? If not, 
what can be done to bring consensus? 
What are the leadership training needs 
of the church? What is your leadership 
style? How does it mesh with the in
digenous leadership and the needs of 
the church?

Conclusion
Shortly before the American Revolu
tion when Baptist faith was just begin
ning to take hold in America, Jonathan 
Edwards, in trying to grasp the dynam
ics of the "new birth” for the individual 
convert, said that it affected one’s un
derstanding, will, and emotions. Spiri
tual birth gives to the convert a new 
perspective which should affect this un
derstanding of himself, his society, and 
his world. Things which formerly left 
him cold are now exciting and vice ver
sa. And his will is now directed toward 
new goals. This is the dynamic of the 
new birth. In various ways this new dy
namic of understanding, will, and emo
tions interplays with the more natural 
dynamics of persons and groups dis

cussed in this article. Fortunately, we 
know something of the consequences of 
this process by observing the lives of 
saints.

Our task is to grasp something of the 
personal, group, and institutional dy
namics which impact on church life as 
well. Correct the bad, undergird the 
good, and seek to glorify our Lord by 
working for the success of His kingdom. 
Remember never to yield to the temp
tation to substitute your knowledge of 
natural dynamics for dependence on 
God to work in lives.

In this framework of natural dynam
ics, God’s Holy Spirit will work to devel
op a great church. And the great 
church, be it large or small in numbers, 
will help believers grow toward spiri
tual maturity. In this process the pas
tor becomes enabler, trainer, coach, 
teacher, and exhorter.

This discussion is certainly not all in
clusive. It is only a beginning for your 
process of understanding and utilizing 
the dynamics present in your church, 
its people, and its community. I would 
like to hear from you concerning your 
analysis. Our department and the 
Church Administration Department of 
the Sunday School Board share a con
cern for aiding small churches and for 
helping their pastors to be more effec
tive.
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Doing the Good Works of 
a Christian Citizen
LARRY BRAIDFOOT

Doing the good works of a Christian 
citizen sounds so simple and easy when 
one reads the words of Paul, "Would 
you have no fear of him who is in au
thority? Then do what is good, and you 
will receive his approval” (Rom. 13:3, 
RSV).1

The simple order of Romans 13 had 
not yet given way to the persecution 
found behind Revelation 13. Absent the 
active persecution of the Roman gov
ernment, the Christian was faced with 
a sea of immorality in the Roman world 
and with enormous hostility from the 
Jewish community from which Chris
tianity was springing as a new force 
which would change the world.

Because participation in the au
thoritarian government was limited, 
the direct responsibilities were few— 
pay taxes and obey the authorities. The 
early admonitions about matters of 
personal morality, however, distin
guished Christians as persons who had 
a transforming effect on the world 
around them. They were characterized 
by standards of conduct which differed 
dramatically from the Roman culture. 
Paul’s contrast between the desires of 
the flesh and the fruit of the Spirit ex
emplifies the manner in which Chris
tians were a "set apart” group of people 
(see Gal. 5). They were an enormous 
threat to Roman paganism and to the 
life-styles so prevalent in that day as 
well as to the official Roman religion 
and to Judaism.

Perhaps the dominant virtue called 
for in that day was courage, the cour

age to be different and the courage to do 
that which was morally right. With the 
advent of persecution, courage was 
needed to endure the harassment and 
possible martyrdom to be inflicted by 
those who sought to compel worship of 
the emperor.

Our Baptist ancestors sprang up in 
an environment in which they felt per
haps as ostracized as did the first-cen
tury Christians. Originating in the 
radical wing of the Reformation, their 
beliefs about believer’s baptism and the 
separation of church and state earned 
them the distrust of established Chris
tian traditions such as Catholicism, 
Lutheranism, and Calvinism. Small in 
numbers and rejected as a splinter 
group by the dominant political groups 
and their established churches, our 
Baptist ancestors developed a sectarian 
view of citizenship which, in my opin
ion, is a part of our tradition to this day.

When the Baptist heritage was trans
planted into the American experience, 
this minority status gave clear direc
tion to the needs of citizenship. The 
strong passion for religious liberty was 
rooted in a struggle to secure the tolera
tion necessary to practice a nonestab
lished faith which differed from the 
established state churches.

Although the struggle for religious 
liberty was successfully completed by 
the adoption of the First Amendment 
and the gradual disenfranchisement of 
the state churches, the sectarian heri
tage from which our Baptist ancestors 
came is still a part of our understand
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ing and practice of citizenship. South
ern Baptists have addressed a wide 
range of issues in our history, through 
resolutions and actions of churches and 
individuals. But we have tended to 
focus more intensely and continually 
on those issues which we refer to as 
"personal” morality.

We have tended to be sectarian both 
in the issues about which we have been 
most concerned and in the manner in 
which we have expressed our concern. 
Of the issues about which Southern 
Baptists have been concerned in the 
citizenship arena over the decades, I 
doubt that any matter has been of as 
much concern as the issues of legalized 
beverage alcohol and legalized gam
bling.

Baptist churches and individuals 
have been in the forefront of public 
policy decisions on these issues for 
decades. It seems clear that both issues 
have represented a serious challenge to 
the moral fiber of society and have 
posed a realistic threat to the personal 
moral character of the members of our 
churches. Probably Baptists have been 
more unified in their willingness to 
work both with other Baptists and with 
members of other denominations on 
these issues than on any other. In some
thing of an irony, the opposition we 
have expressed, shaped by our sectari
an heritage, has encouraged us to be 
nonsectarian in dealing with the issues.

The manner in which we have to deal 
with the issues has also been somewhat 
sectarian. Our reasons for opposing le
galized beverage alcohol and legalized 
gambling have ranged from the moral
istic to the intuitive. We have often ver
balized our opposition in a pluralistic 
context, in terms which were shaped by 
the moral reasoning more appropriate 
to a church congregation than a voting 
public. At other times we have used ap
proaches which have appealed to a gen

eral sense of the wrongness or harmful
ness of these behaviors. In doing this, 
we have appealed largely to the sense 
of morality generated within American 
culture by our Christian heritage.

In recent decades a transformation 
has begun in the manner in which we 
deal with these kinds of issues. We have 
discovered the possibility of articulat
ing moral concerns within a pluralistic 
context without utilizing specifically 
religious terminology or rhetoric. Be
liefs rooted in personal morality may 
well have a corollary in a public policy 
which is supported by evidence avail
able from health sciences, economics, 
and legal concerns. We have become 
more skilled in discovering that there 
are many reasons for being concerned 
about public policy matters such as al
cohol consumption and legalized gam
bling which go beyond religious 
morality. The current awareness of the 
problem of drunk driving and of the 
connection between gambling and or
ganized crime enables Baptists and 
other Christians to find a means of ex
pressing moral concerns in the pluralis
tic arena of modern politics.

Our Anabaptist predecessors and 
early American Baptists, because of 
their minority status, did not embrace 
some of the citizenship challenges 
which go with the status of being power 
brokers. We have found it much harder 
to be leaders in dealing with issues of 
social morality. At present Baptists are 
vastly underrepresented in Congress in 
comparison to our numbers in the total 
population. Although Baptists are the 
largest Protestant denomination, there 
are fewer Baptists (47) than Episcopali
ans (72), Methodists (74) or Presbyteri
ans (57).

We have lacked the vision and the 
expertise as a religious body to argue 
vigorously for economic policies which 
embody justice and humanitarian con
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cerns. Our vision of working for peace 
has not been as clear as it might have 
been. In such matters, the strongest 
leadership has come from other 
sources. Experiencing something of a 
carry-over from our sectarian heritage, 
we have not been at ease in the halls of 
power.

Paul called us to "do what is good.”

The challenge for us as Baptists is to 
continue to discover, as we have been 
doing, through our history, what is 
good in our time. Having been faithful 
in much, our need is to be faithful in 
even more.

Trom the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted 
1946, 1952 © 1971, 1973.
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What’s Ahead for Western 
Missionaries?
azariah McKenzie

In less than a decade the Protestant 
Christian community across the world 
will celebrate with pomp and ceremony 
the bicentenary of the modern mission
ary movement begun by shoe cobbler 
William Carey.

Over the nearly two hundred years 
since, thousands of men and women, re
sponding to what they truly believe to 
be the call of God, have, like their pio
neer, offered themselves for Christian 
service in a variety of situations around 
the world. The great majority of them 
have come from the West.

Many of them have given their best 
in service—some at the price of their 
lives—in an earnest endeavor to fur
ther the cause of the gospel. They have 
inspired the writing of some of the most 
glorious chapters in the history of the 
Christian church to date.

The world has undergone many dra
matic and revolutionary changes since 
Carey’s time—many having a signifi
cant impact on persons’ lives and life
styles. Many of these changes provide 
great opportunities for the church and 
its ministry. Others constitute a defi
nite challenge and demand new ap
proaches to mission and ministry.

New criteria.—At one time the prin
cipal qualifications for a white West
erner to become a missionary were 
fourfold: a genuine spiritual experi
ence, a definite sense of call, a working 
knowledge of the Bible, and a great deal 
of enthusiasm. Then, as now, these are 
primary requirements.

The signals already are going up, 

however, that for the missionary today 
there is a need for something more.

Changed image.—The days have 
passed when a missionary can assume 
automatic acceptance wherever he goes 
just because of that label. The mystique 
that once surrounded the white man— 
as one endowed with goodness, wisdom 
and omnicompetence—scarcely exists 
anymore. Instead, it may take some 
time before he wins his way into the 
hearts of those among whom he serves 
and thereby earns their respect, love, 
and confidence.

The call to serve in a particular time 
and place should not engender in the 
missionary arrogant feelings of superi
ority, either in intellect or in spiritual 
maturity. He could find at times— 
much to his surprise and embarrass
ment—that he is dealing with his peers 
or even with some who have an edge on 
him. In this event he should be happy 
to settle for the role of fellow servant, 
working alongside his equals in Christ 
to fulfill his purpose in that place.

From monopoly to mutuality.—The 
missionary of the future should antici
pate that for the most part his ministry 
will take place in a context of sharing 
rather than one of controlling. He will 
serve not as some kind of senior execu
tive but as one engaged in a process of 
learning and service. The relationship 
will be based on mutual respect, mutu
al trust, openness, and cooperation.

From paternalism to partnership. 
—In human affairs paternalistic and 
protectionist policies often characterize 
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relationships. The language used and 
the attitudes displayed accentuate 
sharp differences and incompatibility 
between those involved. This is at once 
demeaning and self-defeating. Mission
aries and nationals, without any spe
cial regard for whatever differences 
may exist between them, should be 
"partners with God.” They should be 
quick to affirm the dignity and impor
tance of each other.

New Objectives and Philosophy
Looking to the future and remember
ing that the missionary from the West 
will more than likely find himself in 
strange and volatile situations, it will 
be necessary for such persons to be 
given not only policy directions but also 
some measure of discretion in their in
terpretation and application in the con
text of particular situations. Without 
encouraging the missionary to operate 
as a freewheeler with a "do as you like” 
attitude, those who formulate policies 
should eschew inflexibility.

Culturization versus Christianiza
tion.—The Christian faith transcends 
culture. Without an unqualified com
mitment to the principle of deculturiza- 
tion of the gospel, Christian missionary 
endeavors from the West may well be 
destined to failure and frustration. Diff
erent, even clumsy and primitive, as 
the customs and traditions of a people 
may seem to us, we have an obligation 
to respect them—to foster those which 
are obviously for their good and to deal 

with those that are manifestly contrary 
to His will.

Colonization versus indigenization. 
—Reluctant to accept and adjust to 
change, the church has often been 
dubbed "the last bastion of colonial
ism” in society. This has been espe
cially true in its unwillingness to 
transfer responsibility for leadership 
and decision making to those who have 
benefited from its spiritual care and 
nurture.

Missionary policies should be direct
ed towards the indigenization of the 
local church at the earliest possible 
time to liberate the church from "for
eign control” and allow it to exercise 
the kind of ministry that is sensitive 
and responsive to the possibilities and 
needs that surround it.

International brotherhood and fel
lowship.—If foreign missionaries from 
the West can divest themselves of se
condary constraints and become a 
means of bringing men and women 
together across national, racial, cultur
al, political, ideological, and social bar
riers to become real brothers and 
sisters of one family in Christ, then, na
tionality and hemispheric connections 
notwithstanding, they can still be used 
as mighty instruments for good, in 
helping to advance the cause of Jesus 
Christ around the world.

Adapted from the May 1985 issue of The Commission, the South
ern Baptist foreign missions journal.
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Book Reviews
Church Administration: Effective 
Leadership for Ministry. Charles 
Tidwell. Nashville: Broadman Press, 
1985. 235 pages. $8.95, paperback.

Tidwell’s experience in Southern Bap
tist church administration is instru
mental in making this the first 
comprehensive treatment of adminis
trative theory and practice designed to 
meet the needs of program organiza
tions within local Southern Baptist 
congregations. This book had its origins 
in a telecourse on church administra
tion offered through the Seminary Ex
ternal Education Division. As such, the 
subject matter covered is the nuts and 
bolts of everyday church functioning.

Charles Tidwell, associate dean for 
graduate studies at Southwestern Bap
tist Theological Seminary, has taught 
church administration for many years, 
drawing heavily on experience which 
has made him a pioneer in the advance
ment of Southern Baptist church ad
ministration. The book reveals 
Tidwell’s belief that the contemporary 
church "requires administration— 
good administration—if it is to be very 
effective.” He contends that the church 
is "worthy of the best possible adminis
tration” because of its tasks. These 
tasks are (1) witnessing, (2) educating, 
(3) ministering, and (4) worship. In all 
these tasks, Tidwell contends, positive 
administration results in positive 
growth.

Church Administration posits good 
leadership as an equipping ministry 
and not an authoritarian function. This 
approach may be the greatest strength 
of the book. Tidwell points to the ad
ministrative models of Moses, Jesus, 

and the early church to support his 
view. He reminds us that church ad
ministration is first and foremost a 
ministry of servanthood. "Leadership 
is guiding along the way.” Several bar
riers to good leadership are given, i.e., 
faulty concepts of church administra
tion, equating administration with 
poor administration, preferring "spiri
tual” things, rejection of the executive 
image, inflated ego, poor image of oth
ers, hiding in busy work, and the 
"wanting to do it myself’ complex.

According to Tidwell, positive steps 
can make administration productive. 
The major step is to organize adminis
trative tasks into functional areas. He 
suggests the following areas:

1. The purpose of the church.
2. Ministry by objective.
3. Planning for ministry.
4. Organizing for ministry.
5. Administering human resources.
6. Administering physical resources.
7. Administering financial resources.
8. Providing positive control.
Church Administration devotes a 

chapter to developing a logical ap
proach to each of the eight functional 
areas. Each function is discussed with 
the organization of a typical Southern 
Baptist church in mind. Practical guid
ance is provided which should greatly 
assist even the novice administrator 
with the tasks facing him. Examples of 
administrative designs abound 
throughout these chapters. The discus
sion of administrative control may be 
the most valuable chapter in the book. 
Tidwell approaches control of the task 
through such nonauthoritarian devices 
as planning and work schedules, job de
scriptions, functioning committees, 
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good budget procedures, worker train
ing and development, and periodic re
porting to the church. Administrative 
control is the responsibility of the en
tire church rather than a few authority 
figures. This is a most refreshing chap
ter.

The book ends with a description of 
the basic skills required for effective 
church administration. Some of these 
skills are: planning, initiating, promot
ing, organizing, delegating, directing, 
motivating, supervising, controlling, 
communicating, and others. Each skill 
is discussed in terms of its relationship 
to the overall church administration 
task.

Church Administration: Effective 
Leadership for Ministry may be the 
best book yet published for the adminis
trator of any Southern Baptist church 
regardless of size. It is a useful guide
book for pastors as well as a logical 
textbook for the academic classroom.

Jack Cunningham
Minister of education 

Ryanwood Baptist Church 
Fort Worth, Texas

The Epistles of John. Herschel H. 
Hobbs. Nashville: Thomas Nelson Pub
lishers, 1983. 174 pages. $9.95.

Herschel H. Hobbs is an enduring New 
Testament interpreter. For many years 
he combined scholarship with an active 
pastorate. He has continued his writing 
long after retiring from the pastorate.

One of the best features of The Epis
tles of John is its clarity. Hobbs has the 
ability to write in a way that the reader 
can easily understand. Yet his simplici
ty of writing does not mean there is no 
depth to his insights. Hobbs has the 
ability to explain clearly what might be 
obscure in another’s exposition.

Hobbs identifies Gnosticism as the 

danger to the Christian faith that 
caused the apostle John to write 1 
John. Gnosticism also plays a large 
part in the writing of 2 John. Hobbs 
identifies Gnosticism as "somewhat of a 
hodge-podge containing elements of 
Greek philosophy, Judaism, and the 
Mystery Religions. It taught salvation 
through knowledge (gnosis) rather 
than through faith. This gnosis in
volved secret knowledge known only to 
its initiates; the higher in this system 
one rose the more gnosis he received” 
(p. 13).

Hobbs further points out that the 
Gnostics divided into two groups in 
their understanding of Jesus Christ. 
The Docetic Gnostics "denied the 
humanity of Christ” (p. 13). The Cerin- 
thian Gnostics "held that Christ nei
ther was born nor did He die. To them 
Jesus was born naturally to Joseph and 
Mary. The aeon Christ came upon Him 
at His baptism and left Him on the 
cross. They denied the deity of Jesus” 
(pp. 13-14). John, of course, vigorously 
denied both views in 1 John.

The commentary is a verse-by-verse 
exposition of 1, 2, 3 John. Hobbs is at 
his best when he digs into the meaning 
of the Greek words and helps the read
er to understand the nuances of the 
Greek language. The reader doesn’t 
have to know Greek to follow Hobbs’s 
explanation. Often the word studies are 
the strongest part of the book.

The weakness of the book is a little 
surprising. Hobbs seems to lean more 
heavily than usual upon other sources. 
Edward A. McDowell, in his work on 1, 
2, 3 John in the Broadman Bible Com
mentary, is referenced often in this 
work. Also Curtis Vaughan, A. T. Rob
ertson, A. E. Brooke, and William Bar
clay are used. I was looking for Hobbs’s 
commentary to be more of a primary 
source than I found it to be.

The commentary does have some 
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good insights and illustrations that I 
have not seen before. I was particularly 
pleased to read the illustration about 
an incident with Billy Graham in Okla
homa City. The daughter of a mother 
confined to a nursing home asked 
Hobbs if he would ask Graham to see 
her. Graham was her mother’s favorite 
preacher. Graham took the time to see 
this little lady. This side of Billy Gra
ham is little known. We usually associ
ate him with the '’greats” of the world. 
Here is an eyewitness account of Gra
ham taking time for one bedfast lady in 
a nursing home. That’s a nice insight 
into the life of the eminent evangelist.

There are several personal illustra
tions throughout the book that add to 
its worth. For the most part the book 
will likely be bought on the strength of 
Hobbs’s authorship.

Forrest W. Jackson
Pastor

South Gate Baptist Church 
Nashville, Tennessee

Help for the Evangelistic Preacher. 
James E. Carter. Nashville: Broadman 
Press, 1985. 204 pages. $6.50, paper
back.

This is a rich resource for preaching 
from the pen of an insightful preacher 
of thirty years’ experience. James E. 
Carter is pastor of University Baptist 
Church in Fort Worth, Texas.

In this book Carter has given us nine 
evangelistic sermons. They are simple 
and direct in approach, biblical and 
well illustrated. Here is grist for the 
mill of every pastor’s evangelistic 
preaching.

The second half of the book contains 
more than one hundred illustrations 
and quotations appropriate for use in 
evangelistic sermons. About half are 
from Carter’s earlier writings. Others 

reflect his wide reading of writers such 
as George Buttrick, W. E. Sangster, Bill 
Hull, Leonard Griffith, Gerald Kenne
dy, Fred Craddock, Keith Miller, Ken 
Chafin, Clyde Fant, John Killinger, and 
Lloyd Ogilvie. The illustrations are 
well selected and to the point.

I do not know when I have read so 
much splendid preaching material in 
the short span of one paperback book. 
This is a classic collection to enrich our 
preaching. We are in James Carter’s 
debt.

Alton H. McEachern
Pastor

First Baptist Church 
Greensboro, North Carolina

The Evangelical Tradition in 
America. Leonard I. Sweet, ed. Macon: 
Mercer University Press, 1984. 318 
pages. $26.95.

Evangelicalism has been and remains 
one of the most significant movements 
in American church history and cul
ture. Leonard Sweet, associate profes
sor of church history at Colgate 
Rochester Divinity School/Bexley 
Hall/Crozer Theological Seminary has 
done a great service to scholarship by 
pulling together a collection of essays 
which explores the parameters, influ
ence, and background of American 
Evangelicalism. The essays were first 
given in 1981 at the Finney Festival in 
Rochester, New York, in commemora
tion of the Rochester Revival that 
broke out under Finney’s preaching in 
1830-31. Ten scholars, most of them 
relatively young, have contributed to 
the collection.

The topics covered include the rela
tionship of slavery and Evangelicalism, 
millennialism, Finney’s place in Evan
gelical history, Oberlin’s missionary 
projects among the Ojibwas, black 
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Evangelicalism’s interpretation of slav
ery, women and Evangelicalism, the 
ties between Fundamentalism and 
Evangelicalism, and Evangelicalism’s 
quest for Christian civilization. All of 
the essays are worth reading; some are 
superb!

Jon Butler, Joel Carpenter, and 
Grant Wacker have written the most 
provocative pieces. Butler suggests a 
revision of current thought on the so- 
called "cultural captivity” of Southern 
Evangelicalism. Carpenter argues 
strongly and convincingly that Funda
mentalism and Evangelicalism are not 
one and the same. Wacker surveys 
much of the political concern of con
temporary Evangelicalism and con
cludes that it grows out of the 
movement’s strong attachment to a 
Victorian model of Christian civiliza
tion.

Sweet’s essay surveys the current 
concerns of scholarship, setting each of 
the collected essays into the proper con
text. Albert J. Rabateau’s paper is an 
excellent attempt to define how blacks 
were able to reconcile their Evangelical 
Christianity with the experience of 
slavery.

Nancy Hewitt’s "The Perimeters of 
Women’s Power in American Religion” 
does a good job of identifying and defin
ing the relationship of the Finney 
revivals to feminist social critique and 
politics. Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s 
essay is an interesting, if not always 
successful, attempt to merge the disci
plines of history and anthropology in 
the interest of exploring why women 
were attracted to revivalism in the 
nineteenth century. The result is often 
a bit confusing to the professional his
torian, but Smith-Rosenberg is to be 
commended for attempting to break 
new methodological ground. Henry 
Bowden’s study of mission work by 
Oberlin students among the Ojibwas is 

well researched, but it never really 
rises above being a recitation of data.

This is an excellent book. Any serious 
student of religion in America ought to 
read it. A basic familiarity with Ameri
can religious history is assumed by the 
authors. Many pastors would find it in
teresting and thought-provoking. It 
will be especially appreciated at the 
seminary and graduate school levels.

Michael A. Smith
Chief editor, Broadman Books 

Sunday School Board 
Nashville, Tennessee

Confronting Casual Christianity: a 
Call to Total Commitment. Charles 
F. Stanley. Nashville: Broadman Press, 
1985. 167 pages. $7.95.

Confronting Casual Christianity pre
sents a bold challenge to Christians to 
examine their lives for complacency 
and spiritual stagnation. I began to 
read Stanley’s latest book with the 
thought of confronting the "casual 
Christianity” of others. However, the 
Holy Spirit quickly began to minister 
within my own heart as I discovered 
that the book is a call for the total com
mitment of the reader to Jesus Christ.

The book is also a call for commit
ment to the church. In 1984, Southern 
Baptists baptized one person per 38.6 
church members. Stanley suggests that 
the church today is plagued with "apa
thy, complacency, indifference, and in
sensitivity” (p. 11). His call for 
commitment and obedience by Chris
tians and churches stands as the best 
remedy for these problems. The book 
and its message are built around these 
key concepts of commitment and obedi
ence.

In chapter 1, Stanley discusses the 
seriousness of our call to commitment. 
The world system is examined, and its 
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forces of "love of convenience” and 
"lure” of things is exposed.

Moses’ charge to lead the nation of 
Israel out of bondage is the backdrop 
for chapter 2, "The Call to Commit
ment.” Stanley emphasizes the impor
tance of responding to God when He 
calls us to service. Because our purpose 
for living is to glorify God, the reader is 
admonished to respond to God as Isaiah 
did, "Here am I; send me” (Isa. 6:8).

Daniel’s obedience to God is explored 
in chapter 3, "Motivation for Commit
ment.” This chapter demonstrates how 
our lives need to be like that of Daniel; 
we must decide to the "inmost depths” 
of our hearts that we will obey God 
without compromise.

Our "resistance to commitment” is 
pictured in chapter 4 through the petu
lant prophet Jonah. These basic human 
traits of unbelief—fear and selfishness 
—are identified as blockages to our fol
lowing through on our commitments. 
Stanley exhorts us not to question 
God’s calling in our lives and defines 
obedience as "working out the plan of 
God in our lives and walking a straight 
line for Him . . . without detours” (p. 
109).

"Commitment to Trial,” chapter 6, 
has a powerful message for those Chris
tians undergoing trials and tribula
tions. Stanley views these trials as tests 
of our commitment and opportunities 
for God to teach us new truths.

The healing of Naaman the leper is 
featured in chapter 7, "The Rewards of 
Obedience.” Naaman was like so many 
of us today; he wanted his healing (or 
blessing) but demanded it according to 
his own prescription, not God’s. The 
chapter closes with five principles 'of 
lordship and the resulting rewards that 
obedience to them brings.

An Epilogue summarizes the impor
tant concepts of the book and provides 
a self-inventory through which Chris

tians can assess the degree to which 
Jesus is Lord of their lives.

Confronting Casual Christianity is a 
significant contribution to Christian lit
erature. The book is especially relevant 
for pastors seeking the leadership of 
the Holy Spirit during times of minis
try change.

Christians and churches must re
spond to Stanley’s Bible-based princi
ples through commitment and 
obedience. "Casual Christianity” can 
become a thing of the past. The solution 
is simple; Christians must make Jesus 
and His lordship the center of their 
lives. Only then will a slumbering 
church awake and the power of a risen 
Savior be displayed in our world.

Michael Sampson
Associate Professor of Education 

East Texas State University 
Commerce, Texas

Love Must Be Tough. James C. Dob
son. Waco: Word Books, 1983. 212 
pages. $10.95.

"Sit down,” Tom says to his wife, Carol. 
"I know this will come as a shock, but 
I’ve been having an affair for nearly 
eighteen months. I plan to divorce you. 
I just don’t love you any longer.”

Carol typically will panic and ask 
herself, "Where did I go wrong?” Or she 
may seek to appease her husband by 
asking, "What can I do to prevent 
this?”

Dr. James Dobson, psychologist and 
family specialist, warns that "while 
these reactions are natural and under
standable they are rarely successful in 
repairing the damage that has oc
curred. In fact, such reactions are usu
ally counterproductive” (p. 30).

Instead Dobson prescribes "loving 
toughness” (p. 9) as a remedy for way
ward relationships. "Not only must 
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love be tough—it must be free, as well!” 
asserts Dobson (p. 42). For example, 
Carol, employing a tough-love ap
proach, might respond to Tom: 'Tve 
been through some very tough mo
ments since you decided to leave. To a 
person like me who expected to marry 
only once and remain committed for 
life, it is a severe shock to see our rela
tionship unravel. Nevertheless, you are 
free to go.”

The book is written for those in the 
midst of family crises. Dobson states his 
purpose as, "To offer some practical 
tools—some understanding—which 
should be useful in drawing an apathet
ic husband or wife back in the direction 
of commitment” (p. 8).

Dobson’s principle of "love must be 
tough” seems to be an extension of his 
earlier proposition of "loving firmness” 
detailed in his book, Dare to Discipline.

In the first four chapters, Dobson 
draws on source material from his clini
cal experience to illustrate how mar
riage relationships deteriorate. The 
loss of respect for one’s mate, according 
to Dobson, is a key element in the devel
opment of marital discord. If a spouse 
will exercise tough love, it may facili
tate the reconstruction of respect be
tween marriage partners and thus 
restore the relationship.

After defining and illustrating tough 
love, Dobson demonstrates its applica
tion in a variety of contexts. Infidelity, 
alcoholism, wife beating, and emotion
al indifference are a few of the situa
tions in which loving toughness may be 
relevant. Dobson even includes a chap
ter on "Loving Toughness for Singles.” 
There is also a positive and pragmatic 
chapter titled "Components of a Good 
Marriage.”

A weakness of the book is Dobson’s 
effort to state a theological rationale for 
loving toughness. He hangs his princi
ple on one biblical text, 1 Corinthians 

7:12-15. A more productive approach 
would have been to draw from theologi
cal, ethical, and more biblical sources.

Dobson has written a readable, be
lievable, and practical book. Those who 
counsel with families will find this 
monograph useful because it presents a 
credible thesis on causes of marital dis
cord, and it illustrates how loving 
toughness can bring some marriages 
back from the brink of divorce. Love 
Must Be Tough is an excellent self-help 
book. A copy of it should be in every 
church media center.

G. F. Hutchinson, Jr.
Christian Social Ministries 

New River Baptist Association 
Jacksonville, North Carolina

Education for Continuity and 
Change. Mary Elizabeth Moore. Nash
ville: Abingdon Press, 1983. 222 pages. 
$10.95, paperback.

Mary Elizabeth Moore, assessing the 
tension between continuity and 
change, asserts the time is right for a 
new model of religious education. 
Moore, assistant professor of Christian 
education and theology at the School of 
Theology, Claremont, embarks upon an 
investigation—both past and present, 
secular and Christian—to discover the 
needs of Christian religious education. 
She also seeks to determine the compo
nents of a model which will meet those 
needs. Moore advocates what she calls 
a "traditioning model,” incorporating 
past, present, and future.

According to Moore, Christian reli
gious education faces the dilemma of 
wedding historical tradition and con
temporary (Christian) experience, and 
producing a harmonious household in 
which to nurture Christian growth. 
Four problems must be dealt with satis
factorily if the marriage is to occur and 
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thrive—continuity, change, the per
petuation of tradition, and experience.

After concluding her examination of 
the tradition-experience "dualism,” 
Moore presents the foundations for a 
model of Christian religious education, 
exploring the nature of what she calls 
the "traditioning community” (the 
church), then moving on to offer her 
"Traditioning Model of Education.” 
Traditioning describes the process by 

which "God’s gifts are received and 
passed on ... as dynamic life-changing 
events.” Moore’s model has two dimen
sions. The hermeneutical dimension is 
the means by which persons open 
themselves up to historical traditions, 
present experiences, and future hopes. 
The transformational dimension en
ables the person to synthesize the influ
ences of his life into a decision for 
openness to the future. The two dimen
sions "intersect” where interpretation 
(tradition) and transformation (experi
ence) are occurring. The two are inte
grally related: "Neither can happen 
without the other. People will be trans
formed as they interpret the various 
parts of the story and will engage in 
interpretation when they experience 
transformation.”

Moore’s model is characterized by 
dialogue, curiosity and creativity, awe 
and hope, and the integration of 
thought, feeling, and action. Moore in
corporates traditional elements in her 
educational model (aims, objectives, 
etc.) and discusses what they look like 
in her model. Her model involves the 
participation of teachers and students 
in living tradition, as well as a three- 
faceted curriculum of relating persons 
at the point of intersection, facilitating 
interactions, and promoting knowledge 
with understanding and transforma
tion.

Moore’s model is educationally sound 
but seems to draw too heavily on secu

lar education without adequately inte
grating it into the Christian dimension. 
Additionally, there is little indication 
throughout the book that the model has 
been "field tested” in the crucible of the 
local church and shown to have practi
cal worth. Religious educators will 
need to reserve judgment about the fea
sibility of the model’s usefulness in the 
local church until they have attempted 
to apply its construct with teachers and 
congregation. Only then will—and can 
—there be an adequate assessment of 
the "Traditioning Model” for Christian 
education.

Kirby L. Clark
Minister of Education 

Birdville Baptist Church 
Fort Worth, Texas

Psalms 1-50 in the Word Biblical Com
mentary. Peter C. Craigie. Volume 19. 
Waco: Word Books, 1983, 367 pages. 
$18.95.

The commentary by Peter C. Craigie is 
Volume 19 of the Word Biblical Com
mentary. The overall purpose of this se
ries from Word Books is to give 
students the benefits of biblical scholar
ship produced over the past several 
decades. Peter C. Craigie has sought to 
incorporate many of the recent histori
cal, textual, theological, and archaeo
logical studies from the Psalms in his 
commentary. The author’s primary 
purposes are to give a background 
study for Psalms and to comment on 
the first fifty psalms.

The commentary begins with thirty- 
one pages of introduction to the Book of 
Psalms. In a succinct manner the au
thor wrote ten essays to help the Bible 
student know the general background 
of the Book of Psalms. He treated such 
normative issues about the Psalms, 
their compilation, their titles, their au
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thorship, their uniqueness as Hebrew 
poetry, and their chapter and verse 
numbers. Craigie’s unique contribution 
in the introduction came with his inves
tigation into the theological perspec
tive in the Psalms, the surveys of 
current literary research on Psalms, 
and the recent archaeological discover
ies which help the Bible student under
stand the Hebrew language.

Craigie reported how archaeologists 
have investigated the remains of the 
ancient city of Ugarit, a city on the 
coast of Syria which reached its zenith 
during the fourteenth and thirteenth 
centuries BC. He wrote how compara
tive studies of biblical Hebrew with the 
Ugarit language have helped with an 
understanding of the Psalms. "It was 
the archives of ancient Ugarit which 
were to exert a profound influence on 
the study of the Psalms, for they con
tained among their rich resources a col
lection of the poetry of the ancient 
citizens of Ugarit. This poetry, primari
ly myth and legend in substance, was 
written in the Ugaritic language, 
which has close linguistic affinities to 
biblical Hebrew” (p. 50).

After an introduction to the Psalter, 
the author began an individual study of 
each of the first fifty psalms. The edi
tors of the Word Biblical Commentary 
designed a unique format for each sec
tion of Scripture. This format would be 
the design for all fifty-two projected 
volumes. The study of each section in
cluded bibliography, translation, notes, 
form/structure/setting, comment, and 
explanation. Craigie studied the first 
fifty psalms using this format. He 
began each psalm study with a bibliog
raphy. The book and article list was 
sometimes redundant with other 
psalms, for Craigie quoted the same au
thors with different psalms. However, 
one has to be amazed at the author’s 
research into German, French, and 

English books and articles which treat 
the particular psalm. Craigie trans
lated each psalm, and he demonstrated 
his proficiency with biblical Hebrew 
both by the distinctive translations and 
by the extensive notes on the transla
tions. In the notes section the author 
gave linguistic studies from the He
brew words and grammatical relation
ships.

Following the section on bibliogra
phy and translation, the author gave 
the form/structure/setting of each 
psalm. Each psalm was studied in rela
tionship to its form. This involved the 
investigation into the classification or 
classifications with which the particu
lar psalm has been identified. The 
structure consisted of a study of the 
flow of the psalm. Also, in the area of 
structure, the author disclosed literary 
characteristics of the psalm. Each 
psalm was studied in light of its known 
or possible original life situation. In 
some cases the author investigated the 
historical usages of the psalm in New 
Testament times.

With basic background matters pre
sented on each psalm, the author pro
ceeded to do an exegesis on each psalm 
in a section labeled "comment.” The 
author used an outline of the psalm, 
and then he proceeded to study words, 
phrases, idioms, and grammatical rela
tionships. For example, in Craigie’s 
treatment of Psalm 15, he divided the 
psalm into three parts: The Question 
(15:1), The Answer (15:2-50, and The 
Promise (15:5d. Using these divisions, 
the author commented on the verses 
within each division. The reader has 
both the telescopic advantage in the 
comment section by seeing the flow of 
the psalm and the microscopic advan
tage of looking closely into the sen
tences and individual words of the 
psalm. I wished at times for more ex
tensive explanation.
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Craigie’s study of each psalm closed 
with a section called "explanation.” 
Evidently he had been influenced by re
cent trends in biblical scholarship to in
clude an exposition along with 
scholastic and technical exegesis. The 
preacher or teacher will be especially 
interested in this section, for in the ex
planation section the author related 
the psalm to the issues of daily living.

Within the commentary section on 
the Psalms, the author gave three ex
cursuses. These digressions were cre
ated inductively from Psalm 3, Psalm 8, 
and Psalms 9 and 10. The first extended 
exposition or Excursus I dealt with was 
"The Meaning of Selah in Psalms.” It 
came as a result of the first appearance 
of "selah” in Psalm 3:3,5,9. The second 
digression or Excursus II dealt with 
"The Translation of Tenses in Hebrew 
Poetry.” This issue was raised by the 
difficulties in translating Hebrew verbs 
and was illustrated by four verbs in 
Psalm 8:6-7. The third digression or Ex
cursus III was titled "Acrostic Psalms” 
which was motivated by the acrostical 
structure of Psalms 9 and 10.

Craigie’s commentary on Psalms 
1—50 provides a significant scholastic 
resource on the Psalter. The primary 
target audience seems to be Old Testa
ment scholars, seminary students, and 
the pastor who is interested in evan
gelical, critical scholarship. It has been 
adapted to the format of the Word Bib
lical Commentary, and this concession 
is both a help and a hindrance. In most 
cases Craigie fits each psalm into the 
format, but in a few cases the reader 
can detect that the author wrote for the 
sake of the publisher’s format.

This commentary on fifty psalms will 
contribute to the existing devotional 
and critical works on the Psalms. Its 
primary contribution will be the use of 
recent studies of the substance and 
form of the Psalms. Craigie has in

formed the student on the Psalms of a 
vast amount of literary works, and he 
has given a commentary with a unique 
design.

Generally speaking, Peter Craigie 
has written an excellent, critical com
mentary on Psalms 1—50. His critical 
work reflects a scholastic, evangelical 
perspective. Working with biblical 
criticism has not caused Craigie to 
doubt the validity of Scripture as divine 
revelation. He wrote the commentary 
in a scholastic style. Some readers 
might have problems with his technical 
scholarship in places and with his pre
sumptions on the reader’s knowledge in 
the section on form/structure/setting. 
In this section the author mentioned 
matters on the Psalms where the read
er might have to research at other 
places.

The forthcoming other two volumes 
on the Psalms in the Word Biblical 
Commentary will be written by Marvin 
Tate and Leslie Allen. This first volume 
of the Psalms deserves a place on the 
Bible scholar’s shelf if he or she wishes 
to teach or preach from the Psalms.

Harold T. Bryson
Professor of Preaching 

Chairman of the Division of Pastoral 
Ministries

New Orleans Baptist Theological 
Seminary 

New Orleans, Louisiana

A Tearful Celebration. James E. 
Means. Portland, Oregon: Multnomah 
Press, 1985. 109 pages. $4.95, paper
back.

During his wife’s struggle with an infil
trating carcinoma which took her life, 
James Means had his struggle, too. Into 
his life of faith flooded doubt, anxiety, 
and despair. As a loving husband, a 
minister of the gospel, and a professor 
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of homiletics (Denver Conservative 
Baptist Seminary), he increasingly 
found paradoxes and contradictions in 
abundance. Underlying his bewilder
ment was a twofold question: How 
could he and his wife triumph in and 
through the suffering? And why was 
there suffering at all in a world created, 
redeemed, and sustained by a loving 
and good God? In his anguished mourn
ing he found a way through the prob
lem. His discoveries of meaning within 
the "necessary tortures” of grief, dis
coveries firmly based on biblical real
ism and rigorous personal experience, 
form the content of his book A Tearful 
Celebration.

The basic questions which relate to 
suffering constitute the book’s chapter 
structure: "Has God Failed Me?” 
"Shall I Blame God?” "Why Must I 
Hurt?” "Can I Rejoice?” "How Shall I 
Handle Grief?” "Is There Any Com
fort?” "Does God Really Care?” "How 
Does a Christian Face Death?” "Can I 
Ever Forget?” "What Does the Future 
Hold?” These questions portend no 
easy solutions or simple, systematic ex
planations; but Means does offer some 
sound biblical, philosophical, and theo
logical answers.

In particular the reader should ex
pect some treatment of the following 
principles: the eschatological theme 
(renewal in history/eternity), sacrifi
cial suffering and reconciliation, the 
victory of faith within God’s grace and 
sovereignty, the theme of discipline, 
and the suffering (passibility) of God. 
Other key principles of the classic 
Christian theodicy are omitted from 
the book, as retribution, probation (evi
dential theme), meaninglessness, and 
transformation; but such omissions do 
not seriously weaken the book. The 
book also fails to develop fully or to 
treat systematically the problem of 
suffering. These omissions, however, 

are not fatal.
James Means has written a book of 

the heart and spirit. He did not intend 
it to be a biblical exposition of all 
themes, a philosophical treatise, or a 
theology of systematic proportions. He 
has written his book to assist persons 
who suffer and whose suffering raises 
some of life’s most basic questions. It is 
a practical book, born of his pilgrimage 
through suffering; and it should be so 
read.

Two chapters in particular possess 
outstanding quality: "Is There Any 
Comfort?” and "Does God Really 
Care?” Means argues that people never 
experience God’s true comfort because 
we desire a comfortable life, whereas 
God’s consolation is associated with 
strength and worthy deeds. God’s com
fort doesn’t necessarily lessen our suff
erings as much as it increases our 
personal stamina and faithful assur
ance. God’s comfort is the consolation 
of the "nevertheless” (p. 67) of Habak- 
kuk, "Yet... I will be joyful in God my 
Savior. The Sovereign Lord is my 
strength (Hab. 3:18-19a, NIV).”1

The chapter on the care of God 
affirms what theologians call the "pass
ibility” of God. Means concludes that 
Jesus Christ revealed God’s capacity 
for feeling in His tears of compassion 
and grief, the pathos of loneliness, the 
tenderness of caring, the gladness of 
joy, and the heartbreak of separation. 
God knows and feels our suffering, 
bears our sorrows and griefs. God is a 
"distressed deity, a weeping King” (p. 
76); hence triumph over suffering for 
persons is assured.

The book well affirms a biblical real
ism which concretely addresses both 
the heights and the depths of human 
experience, as the seriousness of suffer
ing. What is needed, it argues, is not 
that which makes suffering disappear, 
for such is not possible, but the discov
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ery of that triumphant faith by which 
the redemption of suffering occurs.

Two weaknesses impair the book. 
First, the book lacks an understanding 
of the full significance of history and 
especially of the past. It well affirms the 
future’s role in transforming suffering, 
but it mistakenly views the past as 
"forever gone” (p. 93). The past struc
tures of suffering, as the past recon
ciliation (atonement), stand as 
necessary elements in any adequate so
lution to the problem of suffering. Sec
ond, the book commits a mistake found 
in many books on suffering. It opts that 
the Bible presents little, if any, 
theoretical solution to the problem of 
suffering; rather it offers a practical 
way to overcome suffering. The Bible 
concretely gives us a way to transform 
suffering and to effect renewal in life. 
This concreteness spills over into its 
theorizing. True, the Bible doesn’t 
present an abstract set of theories. It 
does offer theories, however—concrete 
theories embedded in the historical 
events and persons of the biblical 
drama.

^OLY BIBLE New International Version, copyright © 1978, 
New York Bible Society. Used by permission.

Frank Louis Mauldin
Professor of philosophy 
University of Tennessee 

Martin, Tennessee

Opening Blind Eyes. John R. Clay
pool. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1983. 
128 pages. $9.95.

We do not need to earn self-worth, says 
John Claypool; it is given to us by God’s 
grace. In a deeply penetrating look at his 
own life, this well-known writer, coun
selor, and author speaks to all of us who 
have done the right things for the 
wrong reasons. In a confessional style, 
the author cuts to the marrow of the 

Christian pilgrimage, underscoring the 
necessity of transforming both life’s 
focus from living by works to living by 
faith and an overt preoccupation with 
personal piety to participation in a rec
reation that heals.

The frontispiece contains this Augus
tinian quotation, "There are many peo
ple who have sought life and truth, but 
they look for it outside themselves, 
where it is not” (p. 13). After reading 
the book, one realizes the poignancy of 
that quotation from Claypool’s perspec
tive. Part one of Opening Blind Eyes 
draws together, in five chapters, the au
thor’s personal experiences with the 
philosophy that to be somebody one 
must compete and achieve. Claypool 
does a magnificent job of weaving the 
emotions and thoughts of Everyman 
into his confessional tapestry. The 
pages of the book seem to be composed 
of words that formulate a personal, in
timate dialogue between the author 
and reader.

While the book is not a theological 
tome, the author’s theology is water
marked on every page. His writing 
reinforces that all life is gift, God is joy 
and generosity beyond description, 
grace can sustain one through life’s ag
ony, and the worst of times can pave 
the way for the best of times. Claypool 
refreshingly formulates phrases that 
vibrantly ring with truth. He comes 
through as a warm human being. His 
vulnerability is evident for all to see. In 
many ways this book is a courageous 
confession.

When this book was written, Clay
pool’s journey in faith had taken him 
through pastorates in Kentucky, 
Texas, and Mississippi. He shares with 
the reader why he chose to move from 
a church with 5,000 members to a 
church of 450 members. Claypool’s 
move from a spirit of acquisition to one 
of awareness becomes part of the saga
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for this downward mobility at a critical 
time. Amidst the grief of a marriage 
ended, the writer leaves the pastorate 
of the Northminster Baptist Church, 
Jackson, Mississippi, to begin a year
long residency in clinical pastoral edu
cation at New Orleans Southern 
Baptist Hospital. That was the summer 
of 1981. At the time this book was writ
ten, Claypool was serving as co-pastor 
of Second Baptist Church in Lubbock, 
Texas, which he calls "the land of be
ginning again” (p. 16).

Claypool is a graduate of Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary in Louis
ville (B.D., Th.D.) and Baylor Universi
ty at Waco, Texas (B.A.). He is the 
author of previous books, including 
Tracks of a Fellow Struggler, Stages, 
and The Preaching Event.

The author closes the first part of his 
book by writing: "I had been touched by 
a new vision of reality and had set out 
on a radically different way. But there 
are 'many miles and lots of steps’ before 
I reach the Promised Land” (p. 63). The 
new vision alluded to is the essence of 
Claypool’s message; worth is a gift, not 
a reward. We do not earn our way into 
the kingdom; we will inherit it.

Chapter 5 is the book’s pivotal chap
ter. Here the author begins to flesh out 
the skeletal philosophy outlined 
throughout part 1. Claypool closes this 
section by identifying several mile
stones in his personal process of grow
ing in grace. He concludes that there is 
something of value within oneself; 
work is far more authentic as a process 
for giving gifts than for earning ap
plause; the awareness that all is given 
—that value exists not because of what 
we have done but because of what God 
has done; life is gift; and limits are real. 
The practicalness of this apex chapter 
is intense for today’s Christian. All 
Christians, but particularly pastors, 
need to become a means for the attain

ing of God’s ends rather than the other 
way around.

In the book’s remaining four chap
ters, which compose part 2, the reader 
walks alongside the author through 
some of those "many miles and lots of 
steps” in the direction of the Promised 
Land. In these chapters Claypool 
sketches out some of the humane revo
lutions in which he believes the church 
of Christ must be involved today. Sum
marily, the author seeks to guide the 
reader in discovering the means by 
which the church can "find ways to par
ticipate with the risen Christ in a 
ministry of awakening on all levels— 
personal, transcendent, relational, and 
societal” (p. 82).

This book is intently tied to its title. 
The image of blind eyes that are now 
beginning to open communicates pro
foundly the new vision in Claypool’s 
journey in faith, a journey many Chris
tians will be motivated and challenged 
to either initiate or continue.

Claypool’s clarion call is that there is 
hope! And that is good news!

This volume is part of the Abingdon 
Press Journeys in Faith series. Each 
volume in this series, by a leading con
temporary Christian, asks the author 
to reflect upon their "faith-journey of 
the 1960s and 1970s, and out of those 
learnings, to look ahead to the 1980s, 
identifying those challenges that seem 
to be most seminal for the church” (p. 
81). Claypool’s contribution to this se
ries, Opening Blind Eyes, is intently 
significant, radically redirectional, 
penetratingly personal, and lashed to 
the truth of God’s love and grace.

Vince Smith
Pastor 

Fifteenth Avenue Baptist Church 
Meridian, Mississippi
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The Table of Inwardness. Calvin 
Miller. Downes Grove, Illinois: Inter
Varsity Press, 1984. 132 pages. $4.95. 
Paperback.

Calvin Miller has shown himself to be 
not only a master storyteller (The Phi
lippian Fragments, The Valiant Pa
pers) but also a sensitive and insightful 
writer (The Singer, Trilogy, Once Upon 
a Tree). Much of Miller’s writing comes 
from the deep recesses of the heart, and 
so it is with his latest work The Table of 
Inwardness.

According to Miller a special table 
awaits every believer. It is a table of 
communion set for two where Host and 
quest break the bread of fellowship. 
The table lies at the end of a path that 
is far removed from the busy highways 
of life and is nestled in the serene areas 
of the Christian’s heart. At this table 
Lord and servant come together for a 
time of intimate sharing. It is a table 
where each sees the other as he truly is. 
Here pretense is stripped away, and 
reality is the main course. Here one sits 
with the Christ of the table. Here the 
believer’s inner life in Christ is nur
tured and fed. Here work, play, and life 
gain prospective.

Miller points out that the path to this 
table is not always easy. It requires 
effort and dedication. The road con
tains barriers, difficulties, and enemies 
—such as sex, food, power, and even 
hurriedness—that threaten the pre
cious communion of the table. Yet, de
spite difficulties and enemies the 
believer can come to this table through 
dedication and discipline.

The believer reaches this table 
through Bible study, meditation, 
prayer, obedience, fellowship, and de
termination. If these items sound 
familiar, they should; for all are ele
ments of discipleship. Although the au
thor might hesitate at the 

classification, he has written an excel
lent book on discipleship.

This, however, is not just any book on 
discipleship. It does not contain, as 
many such books do, a routine of spiri
tual exercises. Rather than suggested 
memory verses or charts of personal de
velopment, Miller simply and beauti
fully points to an inward path that 
leads to a table where the disciple 
meets his Master in personal and inti
mate fellowship. This book is about in
ward discipleship.

At this table the disciple sits and 
breaks bread with his Master. Here he 
sees his Christian walk for what it is. At 
this table honesty is the main fare. 
Sometimes this is painful, but it is al
ways beneficial. Here the disciple 
learns of the inward Christ and His 
desire for inward disciples.

Miller is an able guide. It is obvious 
from this book that he has spent much 
time at the table of inwardness. The 
book is sensitive, insightful, and should 
motivate the interested believer into 
spending unforgettable time at a table 
set for two—the table of inwardness.

Alton L. Gansky
Pastor

First Baptist Church of Allied
Gardens 

San Diego, California
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TEACHING GUIDE FOR
James: Faith Works!
Brian L. Harbour and Perry

for 
Leading Others 
to a Working 
Faftli
These teaching re
sources for the 1987 
Adult January Bible 
Study are invaluable 
tools. Use them to pre
pare and augment stir
ring sessions on the 
provocative book of 
James.

Teaching Resources 
JAMES: FAITH WORKS! 
Joel C. Gregory. A fresh study of 
the book of James to help adults 
understand how genuine Chris
tian faith expresses itself through 
action. Clearly converts James’ 
challenge to the Christians of his 
day into pointed applications for 
today. (Convention) 5132-45

$2.95

Lassiter. A 32-page guide on
8V2 x 11 pages featuring the

Scripture text, expository
notes, suggested teaching
procedures and space for 
teacher’s notes—all in 
parallel form. (Convention)

5142-06

TEACHING RESOURCE 
KIT FOR James:
Faith Works!
Perry Lassiter.
Posters, outlines, 
charts, worksheets, 

artwork and other 
aids to emphasize major 
themes. (Convention)

STUDY GUIDE FOR 
James: Faith Works!

Jerry Batson. Helpful 
tests, worksheets and 
activities to provide the 

adult a deeper under
standing of the message 
of James. (Convention)

THE BOOK OF JAMES: 
PARALLEL
SCRIPTURES

The book of James in a 
convenient 4-transla- 
tion parallel format

(KJV, RSV, NAS, NIV) with 
study material for 

broader understanding.
(Holman) 4680-85

$.35

JAMES: FAITH WORKS! 
FILMSTRIP
Designed to enrich the study of
James. (Broadman) 4438-21
52 frames, manual, CT, $ 19.00

JAMES: FAITH WORKS! 
AUDIOCASSETTE
Deepens the message of James’ 
challenge to Christians.
(Broadman) 4447-10 $6.95

SPANISH EDITION, Santiago: 
Una Fe Que Obra
(Convention) 5800-16 $3.10

KOREAN EDITION, James: 
Faith Works!
(Convention) 5870-11 $3.10

CHINESE EDITION, James: 
Faith Works!
(Convention) 5890-07 $3.10

Planning and Promotion
JANUARY BIBLE STUDY 
PROMOTION KIT 1987
Resourceful materials for effec
tively promoting January Bible 
Study. Includes posters, stream
ers, a booklet of promotional tips, 

a pre-enrollment chart and at
tractive clip art to stimulate in
terest and participation among 
all ages. (Convention) 5270-13

$5.20

1987 JANUARY BIBLE STUDY 
PLANNING PACKAGE
Contains a set of JBS books, 
teaching and study guides for all 
ages, plus the January Bible 
Study Promotion Kit 1987. 
Allows leaders to preview mate
rials and select additional re
sources. (Convention) 5270-12 

$18.95
Let these study materials help 
you share the message of James. 
Visit your Baptist Book Store 
or order from the Baptist Book 
Store or Mail Order Center 
serving you.

BAPTIST 
BOOK 
STORES

PARTNE

PLEASE NOTE: On all cash mail orders 
add state sales tax if applicable and the 
following for delivery and handling—$ 1.50 
on orders $15.00 or less. $2.50 on orders 
$15.01 $50.00, $3.50 on orders $50.01- 
$100.00. or $4.50 on orders over $100.00.

221-7-F104



Biblical Illustrator
makes Bible study come alive!

...for pastors, church staff, and educators

So whether you use the Biblical Illustrator in 
your ministry or simply enjoy reading 
it in your leisure time, be sure you have 
your own subscription. It’s easy — 
just clip and mail the coupon below.

You’ll especially enjoy the depth and color found in articles such as “Jewish Legends of Elijah’s Return,” “The 
Apostles: What Happened to Them?,” “The Ark of the Covenant,” and “The Jordan River. ” Whether you use 
the Biblical Illustrator for research, for instruction, or as you prepare sermons, you’ll enjoy each issue from 
cover to cover! And each quarter’s issue is of such quality that you’ll want to save each one for future reference.

Address____________________________________State Tax*
City, St, ZIP_________________________________Total __________
Phone #: J________ )________________________ * AR,KS,LA,MS,NC,WA

Mail to: Materials Services Dept., 
127 Ninth Avenue, North, Nashville, TN 37234
Prices subject to change without notice. Allow 6-8 weeks for arrival of first issue.

□ YES! I want to subscribe to the Biblical Illustrator (#1105-7) for: 
□ 1 yr., $10.50 □ 2 yrs., $20.75 □ 3 yrs., $28.75
Name_____________________________________ Subtotal


