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Forced Termination: 
Scope and Response 
NORRIS SMITH

What is forced termination? The Sun
day School Board’s working definition 
is "the severing of the formal relation
ship between the minister and the 
church either by coercion or a vote.” 
Forced termination has become an epi
demic of pain throughout the Southern 
Baptist Convention. Ministers and 
their families are being traumatized. 
Church fellowships are being shat
tered. Forced termination is a no-win 
situation for everyone.

The Scope
Forced termination is not new. It be
came nationally focused at the 1983 
Southern Baptist Convention in Pitts
burg, Pennsylvania. An adopted resolu
tion commending the Sunday School 
Board, state conventions, and associa
tions "for their redemptive efforts re
lated to this crisis” heightened the 
awareness of the issue.1 Five years 
later the crisis had not subsided. An
other resolution was adopted at the 
1988 Southern Baptist Convention in 
San Antonio, Texas. It read in part, 
"RESOLVED . . . that we pledge our
selves to diligent intercessory prayer. 
(1) For our local churches in conflict 
and ...; (2) for pastors and church staff 
members who have been dismissed for 
whatever reason.”2 These resolutions 
clearly established a national concern.

In 1984, the Research Department of 
the Sunday School Board released data 
concerning various facets of forced ter
mination. It revealed that 88 ministers 
were being fired each month. Many 

causes were listed. The two primary 
causes revolved around the disunity of 
the congregation and the interpersonal 
skills of the pastor. The pastors said 
that they were fired by a small but pow
erful minority controlling the decision
making process of the church. The 
churches stated that the pastor could 
not get along with the members, espe
cially church leaders.3

On October 1988, a random survey 
conducted by the Church Administra
tion Department of the Sunday School 
Board surfaced an alarming increase in 
terminations. Within four years, forced 
terminations had increased from 88 per 
month to 116 per month. A different set 
of causes had emerged. The leading 
cause was a lack of communication be
tween the minister and the church 
leaders. The second leading cause and 
the saddest was immorality.4

Research also seems to declare that 
forced termination is no respecter of 
place. No area seemed to be more sus
ceptible to terminations than any oth
er. It is everywhere. There is, however, 
one variance. Approximately two 
thirds of all terminations take place in 
churches with memberships of three 
hundred or less.

The Minister’s Family
Termination traumatizes every mem
ber of the minister’s family. The minis
ter’s sense of self-worth is deeply affect
ed and bruised. He is vulnerable. He 
questions his personal worth. The nega
tive effect of termination on the minis

6 Search



ter’s self-value is tantamount to laying 
a sharp axe to the taproot of a growing 
tree. He is devastated.

The minister’s wife is shaken by inse
curity. With her husband out of a job, 
financial pressures shift to her shoul
ders. She often feels panicky and lone
ly. Her husband is so focused on his own 
pain that she is left without someone in 
whom to confide.

Children hurt, also. They are con
fused and frightened by the change in 
their parents’ feelings and behavior. 
They have to leave their friends. They 
move away from their house into a new 
community.

The Church Family
The church family also suffers. The fel
lowship is fractured. Significant loss is 
experienced. Members cease to trust 
one another. Community respect is di
minished. Membership drops. Atten
dance declines. The mission of the 
church is sidetracked. The church as an 
institution suffers.

Individuals within the church experi
ence a wide range of emotions. They are 
grieved over all the loss. Emotions such 
as anger, grief, embarrassment, and 
fear are felt. Children are confused. 
New Christians are disillusioned. A 
spiritual sadness settles over the 
congregation.

The posture of the church becomes 
one of a defensive retreat. The agenda 
of the church is survival and mainte
nance. Members focus on themselves 
instead of their mission. Ministry is 
self-serving. Information is hoarded 
and decisions are made by a few.5 This 
kind of climate makes conflict a live 
option.

The scope of forced termination is 
seen in the number of monthly firings. 
It leaves the minister’s family and the 
congregation devastated. Everyone 
loses something. No one really wins.

The Solution
The question is often asked, "What is 
being done?” It is a fair question. It 
needs an answer. More is being done 
than most people understand. How
ever, much more is needed.

What is being done? The issue is be
ing addressed at every level in the 
Southern Baptist Convention. Boards, 
agencies, commissions, state conven
tions, associations, colleges, seminar
ies, churches, and individuals are re
sponding to the issue of forced 
termination. A coordinated effort of all 
these resources is being projected by a 
special committee requested by the In
ter-Agency Council of the Southern 
Baptist Convention. Recommendations 
and strategies are being evaluated and 
acted on.

The Sunday School Board is a major 
respondent to the issue of forced termi
nation. It has provided research to de
termine causes and possible solutions. 
Books, periodicals, magazine articles, 
and BTN videotapes have been pro
duced to help create awareness and 
suggested solutions. Seminars, confer
ences, personal mediation and training 
in conflict management are priority 
agendas. The ministries are coordinat
ed through a forced termination 
consultant.

State conventions are providing 
great care and help to the terminated 
minister. In almost every state conven
tion a staff person has been given the 
responsibility of responding to forced 
terminations. Counseling is provided. 
Assistance in relocation, resume refer
rals, and special conferences on forced 
termination are sustained ministries 
provided by the state convention. Fi
nancial assistance is available. Some 
states provide a weekly income for 
three to four months, if needed. Health 
insurance, counseling fees, and some 
moving expenses are being provided.
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The associational director of mis
sions provides assistance. Counseling 
and assistance in relocation are the two 
predominant ministries provided by 
the association. Some associations help 
with housing and moving. Directors of 
missions can serve as mediators be
tween the minister and the church. 
They help negotiate for time and sever
ance pay.

Churches in many states have a min
istry to the terminated pastor. They 
provide housing, limited salaries, and 
temporary staff positions for terminat
ed ministers. The whole family receives 
the healing ministry of the church. 
Highview Baptist Church in Louisville, 
Kentucky, and First Baptist Church in 
Orlando, Florida, are cases in point.

Seminaries are providing courses on 
conflict management. Larry McSwain, 
professor at Southern Baptist Theologi
cal Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky, 
teaches such a course. He uses his and 
William Treadwell’s book Conflict Min
istry in the Church as a text.6 Seminar
ians are being equipped to manage con
flict in the church. Research papers 
and doctoral dissertations are being 
written on the subject of forced termi
nation. In time, the effects of these 
courses of study will reduce the number 
of terminations.

Colleges are responding. Church-re
lated vocational volunteer groups on 
college campuses are having special 
seminars and class discussions on the 
subject of forced termination. Class 
credit is given in many cases.

The Home Mission Board, also, is ad
dressing the issue of forced termina
tion. They provide special conferences 
and seminars for directors of missions 
in conflict management. Through writ
ten reports and focused articles the 

Board sustained the interest in helping 
churches in conflict and terminated 
ministries.

State papers keep the issue before 
the people. They carry articles dealing 
with causes, prevention, latest research 
data, and testimonies of those who are 
helping. The awareness created by the 
state papers helps to sensitize us to the 
pain and the need for healing. One 
state paper carried a series of articles 
on the causes, effects, and solutions to 
forced termination. Baptist Press often 
initiates releases about this issue.

Individuals are helping. Pastors and 
private counselors are giving support to 
terminated ministers and their fam
ilies. They give their time and money. 
One terminated pastor, after receiving 
emotional and vocational support from 
another pastor, said, "If it had not been 
for him, I would not have made it.”

Terminated ministers are helping, 
too. They are walking alongside other 
ministers who are being terminated. 
Some are developing support groups 
that become "cities of refuge” for hurt
ing ministers.

Forced termination is an epidemic of 
pain. Much is being done to bring relief 
and solutions to the problem. More 
needs to be done. A solution is possible. 
It will come in direct proportion to our 
willingness to coordinate all of our re
sources and to work together for pre
vention and healing.

1 Annual, Southern Baptist Convention, 1983, 67.
2Annual, Southern Baptist Convention, 1988, 68.
3J. Clifford Tharp, Jr., A Study of the Forced Termination of 

Southern Baptist Ministers (Nashville: Baptist Sunday School 
Board, 1984), 1-7.

“Norris Smith, Forced Termination Survey (Nashville: Baptist 
Sunday School Board, 1988), 1-4.

’Speed B. Leas, Should the Pastor Be Fired? (Washington, DC: 
The Alban Institute, 1980), 17-18.

eLarry McSwain and William Treadwell, Conflict Ministry in 
the Church (Nashville: Broadman, 1981).
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A Historical Look 
at Forced Termination
GEORGE W. BULLARD, JR.

Forced termination of ministers is not 
new. It has existed in various forms 
throughout the history of Christianity. 
For the church at the end of the 20th 
century, a healthy relationship be
tween congregations and ministers is 
an elusive target.

This article examines forced termi
nation from a historical perspective. 
Observation is limited to the past 30 
years. Specific topics include causes, 
frequency, types of churches most af
fected, and societal trends. Emphasis is 
placed on Southern Baptist congrega
tions and on the termination of the 
pastor.

The Causes of Forced Termination
Why have so many congregations over 
the past 30 years forced the termina
tion of so many ministers? Numerous 
causes can be found. Depending on 
whom the issues of conflict focused, 
these causes have been divided into 
various categories. Admittedly, the 
various causes are subjective; and not 
everyone will agree with where they 
have been placed.

Sometimes distinguishing between 
causes and symptoms of conflict and ul
timate termination is difficult. Little 
attempt will be made to distinguish be
tween these. The assumption is that 
these activities occurred during the pe
riod leading up to termination.

Causes initiated by the pastor.— 
These causes fall into five categories. 
The most frequent reason pastors are 
terminated is interpersonal incompe

tence; that is, they simply do not get 
along with people. In a study conducted 
by Speed Leas, 46 percent of involun
tary terminations were caused by the 
pastor’s lack of interpersonal skills.1 
Sometimes the pastor is perceived to be 
passive and withdrawn; in other cases 
he is perceived to be aggressive or 
authoritarian.

A second cause is pastors’ perceived 
failure to provide appropriate leader
ship. This refers to how they project 
their task-oriented relationship with 
the congregation. They are perceived to 
be either overbearing or failing to pro
vide a sense of direction for the 
congregation.

The pastor may misread the congre
gation and provide leadership which is 
too strong or not strong enough. This 
refers to the pastor’s knowingly provid
ing mismatched leadership for the con
gregation and thus creating a role con
flict with them.

Appropriate leadership is important. 
"Ministers are not miracle-wor
kers—they cannot walk on water; but 
they can learn to swim.”2

Third, a pastor can also be guilty of 
performance incompetence. Most com
mon problems are with the pastor’s ad
ministrative skills, the amount of 
church work the pastor performs, the 
quality of his preaching, or pastoral vis
itation. One observation is that this oc
curs when pastors fail to understand 
their gifts as well as their call.3

Dean Kelley, in Why Conservative 
Churches Are Growing, said that pas
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tors may give too much attention to 
needs and concerns outside the church 
and not enough attention to winning 
persons to Christ, worship, religious 
education, ministerial services and visi
tation, and providing the ordinances.4

Tenure is a fourth cause. When the 
pastor fails to gain the support of 
church leaders within a few years, ter
mination can occur. In one study two 
thirds of the terminations occurred 
within the first five years of the pastor
ate. Also, their tenure was shorter as a 
group than those of their predecessors.5

Finally, the life-style of the pastor 
can affect termination. Pastors can be
come spiritually, emotionally, and 
physically drained and bring about 
their own termination. This burnout 
occurs when healthy stress turns to dis
tress. Seven out of ten Southern Baptist 
ministers included in a 1984 Sunday 
School Board study indicated they had 
experienced some symptoms of burnout 
before their termination.6

Ministers also act out. Sexual mis
conduct, financial or legal misconduct, 
alcohol or drug abuse, and other factors 
can bring about termination.

Causes initiated by the congrega
tion.—These causes can be grouped 
into five categories. The assumption is 
that these conditions either preceded 
the coming of the pastor who was ter
minated or these conditions clearly 
originated within the congregation.

The seeds of termination can be ini
tially planted when a congregation 
calls a pastor. Unclear role expecta
tions can exist from the beginning of a 
pastor’s tenure. What he understands 
and what the congregation intended to 
say about the expectations are differ
ent because the congregation intention
ally or unintentionally withheld their 
full expectations from the pastor.

A congregation may be too eager to 
obtain a pastor and thus call someone 

who is not a match for their needs. 
Also, a congregation may use an inade
quate procedure for calling a pastor. Ei
ther the procedure is not thorough 
enough; or hidden agenda, present at 
the time of the church vote, are not at 
first revealed to the pastor.

Second, the congregation may be or 
become stressed. This can result in a 
loss of trust among the members in one 
another which they may direct toward 
the pastor. Factions or power struggles 
may have existed in the church for 
many years, and they simply emerge at 
a given time.

The Sunday School Board study indi
cated that a leading cause of termina
tion is a lack of congregational unity.7 
This can be highly organized disunity 
or simple frustration after a big accom
plishment in the church.

A severe form of congregational 
stress and a third cause of termination 
from the congregational perspective is 
the presence of antagonists who keep 
conflict stirred up and exhibit a fire- 
the-coach mentality toward pastoral 
leadership. These negative leaders may 
really want to be the "pastor.”

These antagonists may have contrib
uted to a church pattern of multiple 
terminations. According to the Sunday 
School Board study, 85 percent of the 
terminations occurred without a vote of 
the church after a confrontation with 
individuals or groups in the church.8

Antagonists in the church tend to 
blame the pastor for the difficulties and 
lack of unity within the congregation. 
At times this is justified; often it is not.

Fourth, some congregations are vic
tims of spiritual stagnation. They do 
not have a growing spiritual atmo
sphere, and they focus their frustration 
about this on the pastor.

Fifth—and most significant of these 
causes—is the lack of a clear vision, 
dream, purpose, or mission within the 
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congregation. "Perhaps the most con
sistent and recurring point of conflict is 
over the definition of purpose.”9

At times congregations are angry 
about their diminishing status in the 
community, or they may be frustrated 
about their lack of progress. Congrega
tions begin to suggest that if they had 
the right pastor who could provide 
them with a strong vision they could 
make progress. They do not realize that 
the vision or purpose must emerge 
from within the congregation and can
not be provided by the pastor without 
ownership within the congregation.

Causes shared by the congregation 
and pastor.—At least four can be iden
tified. First, many pastors and congre
gations do not know how to deal with 
conflict. A church is going to have con
flict. It is a normal part of organization
al life. However, many pastors and con
gregations are unable to face conflict 
creatively and see it as opportunity. 
They avoid conflict until it grows into a 
big problem and then escalates into a 
major fight.

Second, a relationship between a pas
tor and a congregation which was good 
at first can change because the needs 
and performance of each change over a 
period of years. A congregation can 
move into a different phase of its life cy
cle and have new spiritual or organiza
tional needs which the current pastor 
cannot fulfill.

The only method some congregations 
use to deal with this issue is termina
tion. Many congregations will not real
ize why they came to the point of termi
nating their pastor under these 
circumstances. Many pastors will not 
understand either.

Pastors and their lay leaders, as a 
third cause, can come into significant 
conflict with each other after many 
years together. Surprisingly, long ten
ure can lead to termination. The Alban 

Institute’s research during the early 
1980s discovered changes which occur 
after a congregation and pastor have 
been together for 10 or more years.10

Their research showed that after 10 
years with a given pastor, a congrega
tion’s productiveness may begin to 
wane. While personal trust in the pas
tor may be high, corporate trust in his 
ability to solve the church’s problems 
and to make the church successful di
minishes.11 The longer the pastor stays, 
the more he is blamed for problems. 
This gap is not necessarily related to 
his ineffectiveness; yet it can lead to his 
termination.12

Causes initiated by pastor and 
staff.—This varies with the size of the 
church. In small churches the conflict 
is between the pastor and a part-time 
person such as the music director. Par
ticularly if this person has been with 
the church significantly longer than 
the pastor, the pastor may have to 
leave when conflict occurs.

In large churches the conflict is be
tween the pastor and other professional 
ministers on the church staff. Termina
tion because of conflict with staff mem
bers is a growing issue for pastors. Dis
loyalty between pastor and staff is also 
a significant issue.

The Frequency of Forced Termination
Three factors need to be mentioned. 
First is the number of ministers being 
terminated. The Sunday School Board 
study on termination suggested that 
1,600 ministers had been terminated in 
an 18-month period prior to the re
search.13 This is 88 terminations per 
month. Another estimate places this 
number at 2,500 per year.14 This aver
ages out to more than 200 terminations 
per month. Either figure represents a 
major difficulty for Southern Baptists.

A second factor is repeat termina
tions. Clifford Tharp, in 1984, found 
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that 78 percent of Southern Baptist 
churches who terminated their pastors 
had terminated a previous pastor. In al
most two thirds of the cases, two or 
more previous pastors had been 
terminated.15

A third factor relates to the supply of 
Southern Baptist ministers. When pas
tors were fewer than churches, congre
gations were more willing to work out 
solutions or to tolerate a pastor with 
whom they had difficulties. At the 
same time, pastors probably easily 
found a church in which to relocate be
fore they were terminated.

Up until the 1950s the supply of 
Southern Baptist pastors was less than 
the number of congregations. In 1950, 
Southern Baptists had .8 pastors for 
each church; in 1977, this ratio was 1.6; 
and by the Year 2000, the ratio is esti
mated to be 2.6.16

Theoretically a church can easily 
find a new pastor if they terminate 
their current pastor. Pastors are no 
longer scarce, and their ability to be 
called to a church is adversely affected 
by the forces of supply and demand.

Types of Churches Frequently Affected
Congregations may be categorized into 
three groups—community context, 
size, and stage of life-cycle 
development.

Community context.—The communi
ty context series includes old First 
Church downtown; the neighborhood 
or community church; the metropoli
tan, regional church; the special-pur
pose church; the urban-fringe church; 
the town church; and the rural church. 
Every church within its first decade of 
existence settles into one of these iden
tifications and usually does not change 
from one to another.

If community context were the only 
factor affecting conflict and potential 
terminations, then the congregations 

most free from conflict would be the 
downtown First Church, the town 
church, and the rural church. These 
congregations are fairly stable and 
least likely to be affected by community 
transition.

The neighborhood church is signifi
cantly affected by the cycle of commu
nity development and change. Transi
tion can have major negative effects on 
the church fellowship and, therefore, 
cause pressure on the pastor. Generally 
the pressure urges the church to try 
harder and the pastor to lead more ef
fectively than many pastors can do.

The metropolitan church has high 
performance expectations for its pastor 
and staff. Their ability to produce the 
desired results can change quickly if 
the factors which give the church mag
netic appeal are altered by community 
change or if some negative event in the 
church changes its image.

Urban-fringe churches are affected 
by factors opposing their transition 
from rural to urban. Generally the pat
tern is that the pastor seeks to lead the 
church to change as the context 
changes and the church resists this and 
fires the pastor. However, the opposite, 
where the pastor is unwilling to 
change, can also take place.

The special-purpose church which fo
cuses around a particular life-style 
group, worship pattern, discipleship 
style, or outreach emphasis is relative
ly free from conflict as long as the con
gregation is united concerning its fo
cus. If their focus is lost, then 
termination is one option.

Size of congregation.—Arlin Roth- 
auge presented a way to look at congre
gations according to size. In his four 
categories the family church has 0 to 50 
attendees on Sunday; the pastoral 
church has 50 to 150; the program 
church has 150 to 350; and the corpora
tion church has 350 to 500 plus.17
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The family church, which operates as 
a single-cell congregation, usually does 
not have open conflict. When they do, it 
is severe, long, and cannot be success
fully resisted by the pastor.18 If he is in 
its path, he will be terminated.

In the pastoral church the pastor is 
the leader, even in times of conflict. 
The church may have some long-stand
ing factions within it. As long as the 
pastor acts as a bridge between these 
various factions, his leadership is re
spected. If he takes sides and magnifies 
the differences between the factions, he 
may become the focus of conflict.19

Conflict within the program church 
initially may not be focused on the pas
tor. He will have time to work out dif
ferences within the staff, deacons, or 
committees. This allows the larger con
gregation to be protected from many is
sues which divide. If the issues become 
public, they will result in significant 
conflict.20

Conflict in the corporation church 
will "tend not to be organization wide, 
and not everybody cares about their 
outcome.”21 Conflict may be worked 
out in informal power groups. Termina
tion of the pastor, if it occurs, will prob
ably be initiated by a small group with
in the congregation.

Stage of life-cycle development.—Ev
ery congregation progresses through 
various stages of development. This 
forms a life-cycle pattern. Martin Saa
rinen described a helpful pattern of the 
various stages of a church’s life cycle— 
infancy, adolescence, prime, maturity, 
aristocracy, bureaucracy, and death. 
The first four stages occur during the 
growth phase of the life cycle, and the 
final four occur during its decline.22

Issues of conflict during the growth 
phase center around managing growth. 
During the decline phase conflict cen
ters around lost dreams, programs, and 
perceived failure.

Termination can occur during either 
growth or decline phases. However, 
during the growth phase the conflict 
can be managed with reasonable effort. 
During the decline phase, the manage
ment of conflict is elusive.

Societal Trends Affecting Terminations
Major societal changes have taken 
place during this century which have 
affected the pattern of termination. For 
example, as recently as World War 1,80 
percent of SBC pastors were bivoca- 
tional, serving primarily in small, rural 
churches.23

Following World War II and with the 
beginning of the baby-boom era, the 
Southern Baptist Convention, along 
with other Christian denominations in 
the United States, experienced signifi
cant growth. Loyalty to local congrega
tions was high. Many communities and 
congregations were homogeneous.

During that period, terminations 
were taking place; but the multiplicity 
of issues which now affect congrega
tions were not issues. The progress 
made by local congregations during the 
1950s made this a euphoric period in 
church life.

Thirty years ago, with the beginning 
of the 1960s, many factors changed. 
American society and its churches 
were revolutionized. Leadership of soci
ety and its churches became more com
plicated and difficult.

As the sixties progressed and moved 
into the seventies, many changes oc
curred in congregational dynamics. Re
ligion began to lose its influence. Confi
dence in ministers declined. People had 
more choices of churches to attend and 
could easily change churches in times 
of conflict.

Many churches began to decline as a 
result of the social upheaval of the six
ties and seventies. This placed signifi
cant stress on pastors to produce a suc
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cessful congregation in the midst of dif
ficult circumstances.

Conflict within congregations reflect
ed the diversity and stress being experi
enced by members in their homes, com
munities, and workplaces.

Persons seeking to resist change saw 
the church as a haven from the uncer
tainty of the world.

More pastors’ wives began working; 
and more churches started providing 
housing allowances. This caused pas
tors to want to remain with their con
gregations beyond the point of their 
useful service, thus opening themselves 
to termination.

A variety of ministers began to 
broadcast religious services on radio 
and television. Many members began 
comparing their pastor to their favorite 
mass-media preacher, thus placing un
realistic expectations on their pastor.

The annual call, a certain way for the 
pastor to determine where he stands 
with his congregation, disappeared in 
all but a few Southern Baptist churches 
by the end of the 1980s.

A reordering of denominational loy
alties along theology, doctrine, polity, 
and life-style began to alter the face of 
the Southern Baptist Convention dur
ing the seventies and eighties. This re
flected a national trend for less loyalty 
to denominations and a greater loyalty 
to parachurch and interdenomination
al coalitions which have names or la
bels which suggest redefined, theologi
cal and ecclesiastical commitments.2 3 * * * 7 * * * * * 13 * * * * * * 20 * 22 23 24

2Edward B. Bratcher, The Walk-on-Water Syndrome (Waco: 
Word Books, 1984), 11.

3Ibid., 162.
“Dean M. Kelley, Why Conservative Churches Are Growing 

(New York: Harper and Row, 1977), ix-xi.
’Speed Leas, A Study of Involuntary Terminations in Some 

Presbyterian, Episcopal, and United Church of Christ Congrega
tions (Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1980), 7-8.

“J. Clifford Tharp, Jr., "A Study of the Forced Termination of 
Southern Baptist Ministers,” The Quarterly Review 46.1 (October 
1985), 52.

7Tharp, 55.
«Ibid., 52.
eLyle E. Schaller, The Change Agent (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 1972), 161.
‘°Roy M. Oswald, et al, New Visions for the Long Pastorate 

(Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1983), 43.
“Ibid., 44.
,2Ibid„ 46-47.
13Tharp, 55.
“Jim Lowry, "Denomination Struggles with Termination,” 

Baptist Standard, 11 January 1984, 11.
‘“Tharp, 54.
‘“Jackson W. Carroll and Robert L. Wilson, Too Many Pastors? 

(New York: Pilgrim Press, 1980), 36-37.
“Arlin J. Rothauge, Sizing Up a Congregation for New Member 

Ministry (New York: The Episcopal Church Center, n.d.), 3.
‘“Speed Leas, Moving Your Church Through Conflict (Washing

ton, DC: Alban Institute, 1985), 75-76.
‘“Ibid., 76.
20Ibid., 77.
2,Ibid.
22Martin F. Saarinen, The Life Cycle of a Congregation (Wash

ington, DC: Alban Institute, 1986), 5.
23Lewis Wingo, "Little Known Facts About the Southern Bap

tist Convention,” The Quarterly Review 44.3 (April 1984), 42.
24For a fuller understanding of this phenomena, consult Robert 

Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988).

This reordering gave pastors and 
churches new reasons to be in conflict 
with each other. A pastor might be 
moving in one direction in terms of the 
reordering of the denomination while 
lay leaders were moving in another. 
The rate of termination in these situa
tions is beginning to increase.

Terminations will continue to occur 
for various reasons in many congrega

tions. The reordering of the Southern 
Baptist Convention will cause numer
ous terminations during the nineties.

As a denomination we must be pre
pared for this by making available sup
port systems for pastors, staff mem
bers, and congregations who are 
affected. We must assist pastors, staff 
members, and congregations to under
stand what is happening and how to 
prevent unnecessary, reckless 
terminations.

This historical perspective should 
help us to see that some level of termi
nations will always exist in the church. 
How we approach these terminations 
and the coping mechanisms we develop 
must be worthy of the relationships we 
are seeking to redeem.

‘"Inside Church Fights: An Interview with Speed Leas,” Lead
ership X.l (Winter 1989): 15.
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Calling: A Reappraisal 
in the Context of Grief
MICHAEL G. DAVIS

Separation from one’s place of call, 
even to a new place of call, is a crisis; 
but when separation comes as a result 
of forced termination, the crisis is dev
astating. This experience of loss is just 
as real as the death of a spouse or the 
loss of friendship or possessions and 
just as certainly results in grief.

Grief is normal and healthy when 
persons suffer loss. It is, however, a pro
cess. This process moves through a se
ries of stages—shock, denial, guilt, an
ger, adjustment, and acceptance; and 
each stage must be successfully re
solved to move from paralysis and im
mobilization to acceptance.

Forced termination may cause minis
ters to doubt their calling; but minis
ters can work through the grief process 
while maintaining a sense of call, find a 
new direction (calling), and discover a 
means of fulfilling this calling.

Grief: Responses to Loss
The loss of a place of call and its oppor
tunities for growth is devastating. The 
loss is permanent. It is the loss of an op
portunity to minister.

Shock.—The minister’s experience of 
loss shocks and numbs. "The loss of op
portunity keeps us living in the regret 
that we have failed our moment. It was 
all there for us and we didn’t see it.”1 
Shock keeps one from absorbing the 
full impact of rejection. Wayne Oates 
noted that the rejection of Jesus’ minis
try by His own people (see Matt. 23:37- 
39) exemplifies "the most difficult kind 
of grief to bear: excommunication by 

the people whose redemption and heal
ing are one’s whole life purpose.”2 Los
ing the investment of the time, energy, 
love, and skills that have been put into 
a ministry of care is an experience of re
jection that results in grief which is al
most unbearable. In attempts to cope 
with loss, the grief process may result 
in the minister’s withdrawing, desiring 
to be left alone with his family and a 
few close friends.

Denial.—Conversations reflect disbe
lief: "I can’t believe this has happened 
to me.” Then the minister may recite to 
himself and family all his hours of 
faithful service. Self-justification 
builds a case for denial. Denial appro
priately serves a needful purpose at the 
time of loss by insulating one from the 
full impact of what has happened. How
ever, good grief work requires that one 
move through this stage of recalling a 
ministry that is past. "In our anxiety 
we deal with the past as though we 
could change it, and we neglect the fu- 
ture-the only place where change is 
possible, and the only area where 
growth is possible.”3

Guilt.—We emotionally beat our
selves with questions, and we implore 
God: "Lord, what do you think of your 
servant? Where did I go wrong, Lord? 
Lord, help me!” The lament of the 
psalmist becomes our own: "Have mer
cy upon me, О Lord, for I am in trouble. 
Mine eye is consumed with grief. . . . 
For my life is spent with grief, and my 
years with sighing. I am forgotten as a 
dead man out of mind” (Ps. 31:9-10,12).
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Like the psalmist, the minister experi
encing the loss of place of call feels 
alienated, forgotten, and dead—dead to 
his church, dead to his denomination, 
dead to his associates. His alienation 
may be either self-inflicted or inflicted 
by others.

This is not grief turned to pity but 
grief poured out in faith to a God who 
has the power to alter things. It is the 
grief of one who says, ’’Blessed be the 
Lord.... Thou heardest the voice of my 
supplication when I cried unto thee” 
(Ps. 31:21-22). The psalmist expressed 
his grief to God, and he did not have to 
grieve alone—nor do we.

Anger.—Anger results from feeling 
rejected. At this critical point our call
ing comes into focus. Samuel H. Miller, 
in a sermon entitled, ’’The Mystery of 
Our Calling,” wrote, ”To be called is not 
to be called away from our humanity, 
but back into it.”4 Ministers frequently 
feel that they are immune to human 
feelings of anger. When anger is denied 
or hidden behind rationalizations, grief 
work is hindered.

Anger may emerge because one has 
strong feelings for the lost ministry. Is 
this similar to grief following a divorce? 
Wayne Oates told about a divorced 
woman who poured ’’out her hostility 
toward her husband and saw these feel
ings gradually change into a deep ad
mission of her former love for him and 
the ways she still missed him.”5 One 
may still miss a place of call, the people, 
and the work of ministry.

We may focus our anger on those who 
took the lead in the dismissal process. 
The anger may or may not be justified, 
but it must be acknowledged and 
owned by the minister. Expressing this 
anger to support persons or groups is 
essential for its appropriate resolution.

Grief.—Finally, as numbness and de
nial are dispelled, the full impact of los
ing one’s place of call is experienced.

We feel with our total being what reali
ty has dictated—that all we have lost 
will never again be ours. We express 
the grief which engulfs us in many dif
ferent ways, but expressing it is essen
tial to our health.

Adjustment.—As we move into this 
stage of grief, we begin to focus our at
tention on the future. Will I ever serve a 
church again? Where will we live? A 
person may justifiably feel that the 
stigma attached to being forced to leave 
one’s place of call will prevent one from 
receiving another call.

Realism: Reinvesting in a New Direction
The intensity of grief is much less when 
we enter the adjustment stage. Pain 
may subside. During this period of 
grief, we are confronted with the task 
of evaluating the nature of our calling 
and its validity and becoming involved 
in a process of role clarification.

Being called by God and responding 
to His call put us in a covenant rela
tionship. A careful consideration of 
grief and lament in the Old Testament 
reveals that grieving with God is an act 
of faithfulness. ’’Israel engages in no 
denial of loss nor any self-deception 
about hurt. She faces loss and hurt 
fully and addresses them frontally. Is
rael knew that such vigorous, even stri
dent, grieving was an act of 
faithfulness.”6

Can we enter this phase of adjusting 
to our loss of place to serve with this 
conviction? The nature of our calling 
goes back to a time when we were ad
dressed by God to take up the call to 
ministry. We answered the call, and a 
covenant was formed.

Grief.—Testing the validity of our 
call cannot be done in isolation from 
previous stages of grief. Reevaluating 
our calling is complicated by the resur
facing of old patterns of grief that have 
begun to take a new shape.
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Denial.—Denial may become fanta
sy. "After an insult our fantasy allows 
us to retaliate mentally by subvocal di
atribes against the offender.”7

Is lack of forgiveness the key to un
derstanding why we continue mental 
retaliation? We fight back because we 
have been wounded. We may even feel 
guilt because we can’t truly forgive. In
tegrity demands that we approach this 
dilemma from a different perspective. 
We can be released from our fantasy 
and move on to new possibilities for 
growth if we exercise our freedom of 
choice. We can choose to surrender this 
aspect of our daily life to the providen
tial care of a loving and sovereign God. 
The church chose to let you go, but you 
must choose to let them go. To have 
peace we must give up resentment, an
ger, and hurt. We can surrender these 
to God.

Guilt.—Recurring guilt may surface 
as blame. We will be hindered from 
working through our grief unless we 
are open with ourselves about this. "It 
is safe to say, there are no innocent par
ties. It is possible there has been injus
tice. . . . But you should assume that a 
part of the fault lies in your own leader
ship and personal styles.”8

That word assume can start a process 
of self-justification unless we realize 
that what we are talking about is not a 
matter of right or wrong but an atti
tude of heart and spirit. When Jesus re
ported that one of His disciples would 
betray Him, all the disciples asked, "Is 
it I, Lord?” (Matt. 26:22, RSV).9 Each 
disciple saw within himself the poten
tial for sin. They assumed that they 
also possessed the capacity for betrayal. 
Such an assumption can reflect a hum
ble spirit that leads to releasing the 
anxiety which has reshaped personal 
guilt into blaming others.

But this approach to the problem of 
blame may still leave one searching.
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Both parties may have acted in good 
faith. If this is true, the question of who 
sinned, the church or the minister, is ir
relevant. Jesus was once asked a simi
lar question: "Master, who did sin, this 
man, or his parents, that he was born 
blind? Jesus answered, Neither hath 
this man sinned, nor his parents: but 
that the works of God should be made 
manifest in him” (John 9:2-3). Fre
quently, we assume too little about 
God’s ways and too much about our sin.

After six months, a church and their 
pastor mutually agreed that they were 
mismatched. They agreed together on a 
year for the pastor to relocate; and if he 
couldn’t relocate by then, they agreed 
to renegotiate and extend the time if 
necessary. The question of innocence or 
guilt seems inappropriate for this situa
tion and in others where mutual re
spect is demonstrated. Assessing blame 
does not assist the minister or the 
church in addressing the problem of 
forced termination.

Anger.—Anger may also recur and 
turn the grieving spirit into bitterness. 
Anger and bitterness may be directed 
toward our denomination, our friends, 
or ourselves. We often have a right to 
be angry; but when anger turns to bit
terness, we are in trouble unless we 
continue to acknowledge our anger in
stead of pretending that we are above 
such feelings. "We become detached 
from mankind, assume a semidivine 
posture of being above the common em
barrassment of doubt and shame, and 
begin to mouth the phrases of faith 
wrung from men who laid hold on heav
en while they suffered the torture of 
hell.”10 In other words we lose touch 
with ourselves or others if we do not 
claim our anger, doubts, and fears. 
These, too, can be surrendered to God 
in trust and hope.

Consider the new possibilities we can 
experience when the vacuum created 
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by our loss is filled with an expanded 
sense of call. This calling is all we had 
when we began. Our call to ministry 
and the God who called us became the 
motivating force that led to years of 
training, a series of secular jobs, and 
the movement of family and home—all 
without a call to a place of service.

We had our call to ministry long be
fore it was confirmed or endorsed by a 
church. Paul also had his call to minis
try some years before it was endorsed 
by the apostles in Jerusalem. His call to 
ministry made such an impression on 
him that he declared it came "not from 
men nor through man, but through 
Jesus Christ and God the Father, who 
raised him from the dead” (Gal. 1:1, 
RSV). He further declared that he did 
not confer with flesh and blood about it, 
nor did he immediately seek the en
dorsement of the apostles in Jerusalem 
(see Gal. 1:15-18). Paul continued to re
turn to his conversion and call in his 
speeches (see Acts 22:1-22; 26:2-23).

The great Negro preacher John Jas
per (1812-1901) pastored the Sixth 
Mount Zion Baptist Church, Richmond, 
Virginia, for more than three decades. 
He, too, returned again and again to his 
conversion and calling. While working 
in a hot tobacco factory, he had a con
version experience that was the culmi
nation of six weeks of personal strug
gle. He told Sam Hargrove, the slave 
master, about it. Hargrove’s reply and 
the ensuing conversation was, in Jas
per’s words:

’John, did you tell any of them in 
there about your conversion?’ And I 
said, 'Yes, Master Sam, I told them be
fore I knew it, and I feel like telling 
everybody in the world about it.’ Then 
he said: 'John, you may tell it. Go back 
in there and go up and down the ta
bles, and tell all of them. And then if 
you want to, go upstairs and tell the 
hogshead men and the drivers and ev 

erybody what the Lord has done for 
you.’ [And Jasper concluded:] 'Oh that 
happy day! Can I ever forget it? That 
was my conversion morning and that 
day the Lord sent me out with the 
good news of the Kingdom.’11
A conviction of call sustains us in cri

sis. Forced termination can cause us to 
clarify our calling anew. We can begin 
to seek answers to our questions.

What then is the validity of our call
ing? Three questions provide a process 
for testing the reality of our call. Is God 
calling me to stay in the same church- 
related vocation? Is God calling me to a 
different church-related field? Is God 
calling me to a nonchurch-related voca
tion? We must seek to answer each if 
adjustment is to take place.

We will be in a better position to ad
dress these questions if we realize that 
a person may have a calling out of a 
church-related vocation that is just as 
valid as a call into it. The choice and re
sponsibility are ours. "When a man 
lives with the realization that he is re
sponsible for his commitment, that he 
cannot blame God for forcing him into 
such a way, I think he is in a much 
healthier position to grow.”12

Part of our humanness is the realiza
tion that we have to live with our own 
decision. We recognize our need for 
help. A person who has great difficulty 
in sensing a call should consider that 
God provides us with opportunities for 
exercising options. We can choose one 
of many vocations. How may we find 
the one for us? "I think we can only con
clude that God does give many, if not 
all of us, a multiple choice, an invita
tion, a call to various vocations, and 
stands ready to walk with us along 
whatever path we choose.”13

Consider these questions about the 
call of Moses. Was Moses involved in a 
decision-making process regarding his 
call? Did he face options? Did he make 
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choices about a political career in Pha
raoh’s palace, an occupation as a shep
herd with the Midianites, or a calling to 
a leadership role in freeing the Hebrew 
slaves? Was God’s initiative involved? 
If so, how? (Read Ex. 3:1-22; Heb. 11:24.)

A response to God’s call that is bal
anced with freedom includes facing op
tions. Selecting a call is a venture of 
faith. "What is needed is not a non-bib- 
lical concept of call to a church-related 
vocation that imprisons a minister for 
life, but a conviction that God’s call and 
leadership are constantly being re
vealed, and therefore one must be open 
to the guidance of God’s Spirit.”14

J. Winston Pearce wrote: "Where did 
children of God get the idea that once 
God calls a person to a particular work 
that that work is the will of God for the 
person for as long as he lives? People’s 
abilities change, new abilities are dis
covered, circumstances change, doors 
close, new doors of opportunity open... 
. He may call to work in another 
vineyard.”15

When we understand ourselves to be 
in a covenant relationship with the God 
who continues to call us into His pur
poses, then we become better able to re
adjust to the challenges of a new call
ing. We know that God is active on our 
behalf, and He encourages us to re
spond. He is not a passive partner in 
this covenant relationship.

Our response to God’s call to a new 
direction will most likely involve us in 
a process of role clarification. We must 
distinguish between our role as minis
ters and our identity as persons. Who 
we are as persons, our sense of worth, 
integrity, and being directed by God 
rather than yielding to the pressures to 
conform are all part of who we are. 
These aspects of our personhood inform 
what we will do in our roles.

The minister who has been forced to 
resign needs to realize the source of his 

worth. Worth is assigned to the minis
ter by God, not the church who forced 
the resignation. If your worth is tied to 
what you do and what you do is taken 
from you, you have no worth.

The church does assign role expecta
tions. Role clarification is essential to 
adjusting to a new direction in minis
try. Fred McGehee listed seven steps to 
assist ministers in choosing and assimi
lating a new role. These are also useful 
in helping those who have chosen to re
spond to a call to a nonchurch-related 
vocation. "It helps to know the steps in 
the merging of a new role with your 
self-concept.”16 The steps are fascina
tion, confusion, an appropriate exam
ple, toleration, acceptance, pride, and 
role synthesis. I have reclassified these 
steps and interpret them within the 
context of forced termination.

Focusing on options.—After a termi
nation, ministers may feel they could 
function well in several roles. This may 
be an unrealistic assessment of their 
skills and the requirements of the job 
market. Counseling may be helpful. 
Some form of career assessment will be 
needed when job applications and in
terviews bring no results. Much time 
can be wasted in the first phase of role 
clarification unless the minister knows 
exactly what his abilities are and exact
ly what the job market requires. Once 
the choice is made, the next step is to 
act on the choice.

Eliminating counterproductive activ
ities.—Many ministers who have been 
forced to resign experience a state of 
confusion when they attempt to trans
late their training into skills for a non- 
church-related vocation. They fail to re
alize that retraining will likely be 
required. We may attempt several role 
changes before finally succeeding. 
Once we sort out our confusion and re
gain our direction, the next step is to se
lect a role model.
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Selecting role models.—Choosing 
someone to be a role model is a positive 
step. The person should be someone you 
respect. We sometimes feel that our re
lation to a role model is one of confor
mity or imitation. A role model serves 
as a standard from whom we can learn. 
We remain a person in our own right, 
seeking to bring our own uniqueness to 
a particular role. We receive encour
agement and inspiration from contact 
with such a person. Every field has bi
ographies of giants. These also serve as 
role models.

Developing skills.—Here the individ
ual begins a process of retraining in
cluding acquiring new skills and be
coming familiar with the expectations 
of a particular role.

Acceptance: Fulfilling Our Calling
McGehee’s last three steps of role clari
fication fall in the context of our experi
ence of grief. We can learn again from 
the laments and grief of Israel; we can 
learn what we must not forget about Is
rael’s grieving or our own. "Note that 
the laments never focus long or finally 
on the object of loss.”17 We have to ac
cept our loss. We have no certainty, 
only faith—faith to begin to accept a 
new life and a new role. Acceptance of 
this new calling is one of the most sig
nificant aspects of healing.

Adjustment.—Our new role requires 
a period of adjustment; but when we be
gin to function in our new role, we are 
accepting of ourselves and others. Al
though persons accomplish in various 
ways, role clarification is essential 
when acquiring new roles and redefin
ing old ones.

Respect for one's calling.—When we 
accept a new vocational calling, we be
gin to experience a sense of pride. We 
know we are not the same as before we 
experienced our loss. We have grown 
and matured vocationally and as per

sons. We have experienced God’s guid
ance in leading us through our grief.

Enjoying one's work.—This happens 
when we feel comfortable in our new 
role. We enjoy our new work and re
ceive a sense of satisfaction from it. We 
are able to fulfill our calling by meeting 
the demands of our role. We find confi
dence in our abilities and a sense of in
ner peace about who we have become.

Reclaiming our calling has not been 
without grief, and we shall probably 
grieve some more but not with the 
same intensity or the same needs. The 
One who called us into a covenant rela
tionship has called us into a new direc
tion of ministry. He never tires of say
ing, "I have called thee by thy name; 
thou art mine. When thou passest 
through the waters, I will be with thee; 
and through the rivers, they shall not 
overflow thee: when thou walkest 
through the fire, thou shalt not be 
burned” (Isa. 43:1-2).

Related Concerns
This article has focused on calling in 
the context of forced termination, loss, 
and grief. Many other related concerns 
need to be discussed. The following is 
included as an invitation to dialogue.

Delayed grief.—Grief may be delayed 
if a severance-pay agreement prohibits 
a person from talking about the situa
tion until the agreed-upon period is 
ended. Even when a severance agree
ment is provided with no such restric
tion, grief may be delayed until the 
agreement is concluded because a per
son is still dependent on a church or in
stitution. Although providing a fair 
severance agreement is the right thing 
to do, an awareness of delayed grief 
must be recognized. A family delayed 
the father’s funeral several days so that 
one of the sons could travel from across 
the Pacific Ocean to stand at the side of 
his grieving family and his father’s 
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grave. Sometimes doing the right thing 
prolongs grief, but greater grief is pre
vented in such kindness.

Grief can also be delayed because the 
minister, fearing the stigma of forced 
termination may keep him from relo
cating, adopts a denial position. He 
publicly maintains that he is beyond 
being forced to resign, hoping secretly 
that no committee will inquire about 
why he is no longer pastoring a church. 
Volunteering information about your 
forced termination will probably not be 
warmly received by prospective em
ployers. One should not, however, lie 
about it if asked. Regardless of how one 
chooses to handle this problem, some 
form of denial will probably be in
volved, resulting in delayed grief.

The church's grief.—A sensitive min
ister realizes that he does not grieve 
alone. Churches also experience loss 
when their minister resigns under 
pressure. Those who sincerely tried to 
support, love, and encourage their min
ister will feel deeply about what has 
happened. During this phase of mutual 
grieving, some church members may 
reduce church attendance to a mini
mum or stop attending.

The grief process.—Some ritual of 
grief is needed to assist those who have 
been forced to resign. When we experi
ence loss through death, we are sur
rounded by rituals to help us express 
our grief. But when we experience loss 
through forced termination, we have 
no such rituals. Envisioning rituals 
that can be helpful to those who have 
experienced forced termination is diffi
cult, since forced termination is sur
rounded by stigma. A careful study of 
the Old Testament laments, used by Is
rael in public worship and private 
prayers, may assist in developing a rit
ual for viewing one’s grief and express
ing it both in private and in public. Re
alizing that grief is rooted in a larger 

perspective than one’s local pain can be 
encouraging. Working through a study 
of the laments of Israel can be one 
means of expressing one’s grief.

Experiences of others.—Understand
ing forced termination in light of our 
religious heritage is important because 
it can help us understand feelings of 
grief and evaluate the concept of call
ing. We have not effectively used exam
ples set by ministers who have experi
enced forced termination. Popular 
knowledge of Jonathan Edwards, for 
instance, is usually confined to his fam
ous sermon, "Sinners in the Hands of 
an Angry God.” We read with renewed 
freshness about his dismissal from his 
Northampton church and the way he 
worked through the dismissal process, 
adhering to his beliefs, and maintain
ing a spirit of meekness and humility. 
Restudying Jonathan Edwards from 
the perspective of his dismissal from 
his church can encourage ministers 
forced to resign.18
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Conflict Ministry 
and Forced Termination
LARRY L. McSWAIN

The forced termination of any church 
employee—whether pastor, staff mem
ber, janitor, or secretary—is always un
pleasant. Churches are to be people of 
love, sensitivity, and compassion. 
Whenever any decision must be made 
which is painful to an individual, the 
group often feels it has failed to live up 
to the values of the church’s message. 
Guilt is the by-product for those who 
make the termination decision because 
the charge of callousness can always be 
made. The result is that churches often 
do everything possible to avoid such ex
periences. Seldom do they discuss or de
velop policies and processes for dealing 
with termination. Most simply deal— 
and often poorly—with problems as 
they arise.

Varied benefits result from such 
avoidance. On the positive side, church 
employees feel a sense of security in 
work which frees them to attend to 
their tasks. High morale, a relaxed 
work style, and relational approaches 
to the tasks at hand are often observed 
among church employees. This natural 
avoidance of conflict in the church 
lends itself well to developing the hu
man values which management spe
cialists emphasize as essential for pro
ductivity. Compared to highly 
regimented corporations and factories 
or bureaucratic governmental agen
cies, most churches are pleasant places 
to work. Pastors and staff would chafe 
under the expectations of a time report 
of all work in 15-minute segments 
which many of their members do daily.

Such a context assumes a great deal 
about the training, skill, and maturity 
of those who work in the church. Effec
tive ministry assumes leaders know 
how to take initiative, exercise leader
ship, and function with skill. Respon
sible individuals work best in settings 
with a minimum of rules, regulations, 
and supervision.

But not all persons flourish without 
guidance. Negative consequences also 
result from avoiding conflict in the 
church. Incompetence may be tolerated 
simply because the church wants to 
avoid a fight or the employee has 
enough influence to forestall decisive 
action. Laziness may be tolerated, re
sulting in a low amount and quality of 
work. Thus, the church tolerates stan
dards of performance the secular world 
would find unacceptable. A different 
set of values is then challenged—values 
of efficiency, equitable sharing of re
sponsibilities, quality of performance, 
and pride in one’s work. Whenever the 
church tolerates dirty buildings, shod
dy letters, sloppy publications, poorly 
prepared sermons, incompetency in 
pastoral relationships, unplanned 
meetings, or badly sung hymns—and 
pays for this work—it bears witness to 
a willingness to settle for second best.

Such contrasting values create con
flict within the congregation when 
someone disagrees about which values 
are most important. A small church of 
farmers may care little about profes
sional standards of quality. In fact, 
such an approach to ministry might be 
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viewed as impersonal. A congregation 
of corporation executives would chafe 
at a shoddy newsletter. Increased num
bers of forced terminations are, in part, 
a shift in the constituency of churches. 
Our people are moving from a rural cul
ture which affirms the value of care for 
individuals to a more urban culture 
which values organizational effective
ness. The second mind-set favors the 
collective needs of the congregation 
over the individual needs of the minis
ter. A minister who affirms the first set 
of values and organizes accordingly 
will face significant conflict in a con
gregation which desires the second set 
of values.

Which of these sets of values wins is 
often at stake in forced termination. 
One side argues for the values of indi
vidual care; another, for group respon
sibility. Whenever the work of the indi
vidual is not seen as harming the 
mission of the larger group, the values 
of care usually win. But if the majority 
of the congregation or its leaders con
clude the cause and effectiveness of the 
whole group is being harmed by the at
titudes or behavior of the individual 
employee, termination is the outcome.

Conflict Management 
or Conflict Ministry?

How does one manage the inevitable 
conflict of these values in the church? 
They seldom are managed in situations 
where termination results. I resist us
ing conflict management language for 
the work of the church. Management 
assumes a rational process of solving a 
problem. It assumes the authority to 
address a situation by the manager ac
cording the best interests of the organi
zation. Churches, in my experience, do 
not function like manageable struc
tures. When they do, they have been or
ganized like corporations with a pasto
ral leader who functions with the 

authority of the manager. If the pastor 
manages well, the stockholders (mem
bers) allow him to continue as manag
er. If the corporation does not do well, 
the manager must be replaced with a 
new manager who can shape up the 
organization. Many forced termina
tions in large churches are for such rea
sons. The number of churches which 
function this way is small, however.

Some conflicts cannot be managed; at 
best they are tolerated or survived. The 
conflict that surrounds forced termina
tion is almost always a painful experi
ence for everyone involved. Emotions 
rise to the surface. Conflict is more 
nearly a feeling than a rational process. 
No process of dealing with conflict 
around forced termination issues will 
make such an experience possible with
out disruption of the church and enor
mous hurt to those terminated. Every
one loses in a forced termination.

While management may not be pos
sible, ministry is.1 The goal of church 
leaders in a forced-termination conflict 
is to so behave that the process is most 
redemptive for the greatest number. 
How can the love and care of Christ be 
served by a congregation that con
cludes one of its employees should be 
terminated? That is the focus of the 
conflict ministry process.

Calling or Employment
God calls. Churches call and employ. 
This sharp distinction underlies much 
of the tension which emerges in termi
nation conflicts. The fundamental 
theological issue of termination con
flict is whether the church may proper
ly dismiss one whom God has called to 
ministry and whose call the church has 
affirmed. What does it do to our theol
ogy to proclaim that churches call to its 
ministry leadership those whom God 
has called to serve? When we add the 
understanding that God leads to a par
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ticular place, is not termination a rejec
tion of God’s will? Such is the convic
tion of many servants of Christ who 
subject themselves to the tensions of 
contemporary church leadership. "If 
God has called me to the ministry and if 
I am faithful to that calling, I will inev
itably alienate some” is the belief of 
many ministers. A prophetic ministry 
is possible only if the minister has the 
right of final decision about when God 
is leading elsewhere. I have yet to find a 
terminated minister who felt it appro
priate for the church to terminate for 
any reason except moral failure.

If ministers tend to understand their 
role as a calling, churches often deal 
with the minister as employee rather 
than prophet. The same church that 
speaks of "God’s will,” "God’s leader
ship,” and "God’s call” when it votes to 
affirm a search committee recommen
dation will vote to dismiss on the basis 
of "relational difficulties,” "poor lead
ership,” "sorry preaching,” or "compro
mised effectiveness.” Ministers view 
termination issues from the perspec
tive of calling, and churches view them 
from the perspective of employment.

Ministry in the church today is both 
calling and employment. The idea of 
calling has been integrated into secu
lar, corporate concepts of employment. 
The New Testament has only the theol
ogy of calling as its understanding of 
ministry. All Christians are called to 
minister. Some offer unique gifts of 
leadership and give themselves fully to 
the work of the church as their voca
tion (see Mark 1:16-20; Acts 6:4; Eph. 
3:7-20; Eph. 4:11-16; 2 Cor. 4:1-18; Rom. 
12:1-12). Those who serve in such lead
ership capacities are worthy of support 
for their labor but are compelled to 
serve even if no compensation is forth
coming (see 1 Cor. 9:1-18).

Contemporary ministry has added a 
contractual understanding of employ

ment to the New Testament concept of 
calling. Neither clergy nor laity, dis
tinctions unknown to the first-century 
church, may fairly benefit from the se
curity and compensation of employ
ment without the liability of dismissal. 
If the church is to claim its rights to dis
missal, it must also live by reasonable 
expectations of care for those it dismiss
es. Thus, the issue of termination is it
self a compromised understanding by 
both church and employee.

Partnership is also inherent in a the
ology of calling.2 God calls the leaders 
of the church to function in partner
ship with one another and between con
gregation and leaders. When behaviors 
violate that basic partnership, the cove
nant between partners is broken. Ac
tions which violate the moral norms of 
the church, immaturity in functioning, 
doctrinal aberration, and failure to 
work break the covenant. The forced 
termination of a minister is a public 
recognition of a broken covenant.

Employment Calling and Covenant Making
Some distinction is needed between the 
idea of calling and employment. All vol
unteers and employees should serve 
the church out of a sense of divine call
ing. Employment is a legal, contractual 
agreement. Calling is agreement to a 
covenant of working together. Both are 
merged in a call to a particular place of 
service. Employment subjects the 
church and employee to contractual 
law. Otherwise churches would not 
have to provide retirement benefits for 
employees, nor would ministers claim 
housing allowances for tax purposes. 
But the relationship between church 
and minister must exceed that of mere 
contractual obligations.3

Forced termination is a decision to 
break the contract/covenant. So is a 
voluntary termination. Whenever a 
minister chooses to leave a church, the 
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church experiences forced termination. 
We ministers must keep clear the jus
tice issue of not demanding more of a 
congregation in the breaking of calling 
covenants by them than we give in 
breaking the same covenant by accept
ing the call of another congregation.

The question of how a congregation 
deals with a forced termination begins 
with the call.4 Much of the pain associ
ated with termination could be less
ened by a more clearly stated covenant 
between minister and congregation of 
mutual expectations and agreement as 
to a process for terminating their rela
tionship. Yet both congregations and 
ministers avoid such discussions as if to 
talk about it assures its happening. 
Such discussions would likely make 
possible ministry without termination.

The best conflict strategy is healthy 
avoidance—that is, making decisions in 
a way that anticipates future problems. 
The following suggestions would assist 
in avoiding many terminations.

Have a clearly written agreement be
tween minister and congregation which 
details all compensation and work ex
pectations.—Salary, housing, retire
ment, insurance, travel allowances, va
cation, revival/conference time, 
continuing education, book allowances, 
and study leave should be clearly un
derstood by both minister and church. 
Misunderstanding is less likely if such 
benefits are written.

Have a clear process for evaluating 
the minister's performance.5—Most 
churches never do any formal evalua
tion, which leaves the minister unsure 
of congregational support. It also al
lows negative work patterns to develop. 
Evaluation is then imposed in a way 
that can only be negative for the minis
ter. If the church has a personnel com
mittee, it should do the evaluation. In a 
large church the pastor or a staff ad
ministrator may do such evaluations.

The process should represent the whole 
congregation. Its purpose is the minis
ter’s growth and improved effective
ness. Otherwise, evaluations become an 
opportunity for critics to destroy the 
ego of those being evaluated. Some 
churches request the committee recom
mending pastors or staff to serve as a 
minister relations committee.

Evaluation also assumes reward for 
effectiveness. Any minister functioning 
well should be rewarded annually. 
Problems which require termination 
often occur because the church as
sumes its call agreements are eternal. 
Salary increases are not given. No ad
justments are made to keep up with the 
cost of living. Tenure is not rewarded 
with additional vacation or study time. 
The minister feels unappreciated and 
works at reduced levels of effectiveness.

Annual evaluations should deal with 
problems and concerns which emerge. 
Small problems left alone become 
large. The minister should be allowed 
to react to, disagree with, and offer al
ternative judgments of any evaluation. 
A written record of annual evaluations 
should be maintained in a confidential 
place known by both evaluators and 
persons being evaluated.

Have a clearly written process for 
dealing with resignation or termina
tion.—Small churches may include this 
in bylaws, while large churches may 
have an employee manual. Such provi
sions should spell out the time frame 
for notification of resignation or termi
nation, the duration and extent of con
tinuing benefits, and the process the 
church will use to choose a successor.

Guidelines for Termination
As undesirable and painful as it may 
be, churches will, on occasion, termi
nate a minister. How can it happen 
most redemptively? Here are some 
practical suggestions.

FALL 1990 25



Examine a church's frequency and 
nature of termination.—Some churches 
have a long history of dealing with min
isters harshly. Patterns of dismissal 
are a reflection on the congregation not 
the minister. Any minister who chooses 
to serve in such a congregation should 
anticipate a similar fate. Such church
es need to explore why they have such 
problems. Unless the church changes, 
it will continue to hurt ministers and 
their families, a practice that does not 
honor God who calls ministers.

Churches should recognize the diffi
culties they create for a minister when 
terminating.—In the Baptist system, 
termination for some people amounts 
to a death sentence as far as calling to 
another church is concerned. Often 
only those who are young and in small 
churches can find a comparable oppor
tunity for service. Termination for the 
mature minister usually means going 
to a smaller congregation and starting 
over in establishing credentials for ef
fective ministry. The mistrust of one 
church carries over to others. Any ter
minated minister past the age of 50 will 
have difficulty securing another posi
tion, especially in the pastorate.

Termination should be a last re
sort.—Termination as a quick way to 
fix problems which could be worked 
through such as personality conflicts or 
inappropriate action should be avoided.

Continuing remuneration and sup
port should be included in any termina
tion.—To quickly cut off a family from 
housing, income, and community sup
port is a sin against God.

Process for Terminating Ministers
Every termination is a broken cove
nant. Some terminations occur because 
the minister breaks a covenant with 
the congregation. Immoral behavior by 
ministers breaks the covenant of trust 
between minister and people. No minis

ter can break the covenant of moral 
leadership and not risk termination.

This does not mean termination 
should be the action of the church in ev
ery case of moral failure. The question 
is whether a new covenant can be 
agreed on when the relationship has 
been broken by sin. Without following 
the biblical pattern of confession, re
pentance, forgiveness, and restoration, 
the minister may not be able to avoid 
resignation or termination. Church 
leaders must determine whether the 
failure has so violated the minister
church covenant that a new covenant is 
impossible. The minister who so acts 
forfeits the assurance of continued em
ployment unless the congregation is 
forgiving and full of grace.

The church also sins when it breaks 
its covenant unilaterally. A church 
which dismisses its pastor, without ef
fort to work out the difficulties in
volved or without involving the minis
ter in the process, breaks its covenant. 
It is as guilty of sin as the minister who 
breaks covenant with the church.

Any conflict in which the issue of ter
mination is raised moves all parties to a 
situation where negotiation is re
quired. What is appropriate due pro
cess for terminating ministers? Several 
suggestions can be offered.

Always follow biblical teachings in 
dealing with conflict.—Matthew 18:15- 
17 is clear about how to deal with con
flict. The first principle is that the min
ister deserves a face-to-face 
conversation with any accuser. "If your 
brother sins against you, go and tell 
him his fault, between you and him 
alone” (v. 15, RSV).6 Conflicts between 
minister and people that are played out 
in committee meetings and social 
events without the minister’s presence 
violate the authority of God’s Word. 
Church members deserve the same con
sideration from the minister. We are of
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ten unaware of our sins against others. 
The Bible makes clear that we are to 
tell another when we feel sinned 
against. Any termination process in 
which the minister does not have op
portunity to defend himself violates 
scriptural norms.

The second principle is responsive
ness by the accused. "If he listens to 
you, you have gained your brother” (v. 
15, RSV). When we tell another of an 
offense, the one sinning against us 
must be open to work on the conflict. 
The process moves toward termination 
when the minister reacts to charges de
fensively, with unwillingness to discuss 
the issue, or with angry denials. The 
Bible admonishes us to respond to those 
against whom we may have sinned. The 
minister needs to be open to conversa
tion and investigation in any dispute 
which may lead to termination.

The third principle is to invite a me
diator to participate in the process. 
"But if he does not listen, take one or 
two others along with you, that every 
word may be confirmed by the evidence 
of two or three witnesses” (v. 16, RSV). 
Witnesses are to assist in concluding 
the conflict and in presenting factual 
evidence if the conflict moves to the 
next stage. Churches seldom use media
tors in dealing with termination con
flict. Yet an increasing number of 
trained persons are available to help a 
church. A congregation should seek 
help from an unbiased outsider before 
forcing a termination.

The local director of missions or one 
from a nearby association can be help
ful. Most have received special training 
through the Sunday School Board or 
the Home Mission Board and have the 
interests of both the church and the 
minister at heart. State conventions 
and denominational agencies have 
trained persons who can assist in the 
conflict process. Large churches may 

employ a conflict consultant from an 
organization like the Alban Institute in 
Washington, D. C.

The fourth biblical principle is to 
move from the small group to a larger 
forum when reconciliation is not forth
coming. "If he refuses to listen to them, 
tell it to the church” (v. 17, RSV). This 
means that dealing with problems be
gins in the most intimate and confiden
tial setting possible. If differences can 
be concluded between two persons, the 
differences die there. Never surface be
fore a committee or congregation accu
sations or concerns which have not 
been dealt with in smaller forums. 
Whenever such charges come, the min
ister deserves a small forum for ad
dressing the conflict with the person 
making the accusations. But if it can
not be worked out in the small forum, 
move to a larger circle of decision mak
ing. Thus, the process should move 
from person to personnel committee 
and only finally to the church. The 
church must be the final authority for 
decision making. Anytime a small 
group makes the decision for termina
tion without the concurrence of the 
minister involved, the larger congrega
tion will be involved. If it is not in
volved in a process of open discussion of 
the issues, it will be involved in the un
derground rumor mill which will take 
over. Whenever forced termination oc
curs without congregational involve
ment, the congregation gets involved; 
and the subsequent conflict has to be 
worked through.

Finally, if the conflict cannot be set
tled, termination of relationship within 
a caring, witnessing context occurs. 
"And if he refuses to listen even to the 
church, let him be to you as a Gentile 
and a tax collector” (v. 17, RSV). The re
lationship terminates. But how does 
the church treat Gentiles and tax col
lectors? Jesus loved them and made ev
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ery effort to serve them. A spirit of ran
cor and retribution is not to follow one 
who is terminated from a covenant.

Give the minister with whom there 
are problems the opportunity to address 
them and change or leave of free 
choice.—For every forced termination 
in churches are multiplied other situa
tions of unhappy relationships where 
ministers have left voluntarily before 
termination. This is especially impor
tant where personality issues or power 
struggles are the root of the conflict be
tween people and minister. A forced 
termination is a major step which may 
eliminate a person from future minis
try opportunities. The reputation and 
ability of a minister to support a family 
is often at stake when termination oc
curs. Churches need sensitivity to the 
effect they are creating when they 
’’fire” a pastor or staff member. Pa
tience is a good virtue for church lead
ers to practice in such situations.

No termination should occur in re
sponse to the first confrontation be
tween minister and leaders. Every per
son deserves the opportunity to reflect, 
even for the most serious offenses. Even 
moral offenses call for prayerful and 
thoughtful reactions. Several days of 
exploring responses will yield more re
demptive results than immediate deci
sions. When the issues are not moral, 
leaders can detail their concerns to the 
offending minister and ask for a change 
in behavior or performance. Periodic 
evaluations of progress should follow. If 
satisfaction is not forthcoming, suggest 
that the minister begin looking else
where for employment. Avoid a mora
torium, if possible. The third level of 
confrontation is one in which a stated 
time frame is set for showing progress 
in relocation.

The difficulty for many churches is 
the time frame required for a change in 
ministries. A minimum of six months is 

needed, but more usually two years, to 
make a ministry move. Do all that is 
possible to help a minister move if the 
relationship is not working.

Seek mediation.—The minister often 
stands alone in the face of a majority 
who want dismissal. If the church is in
fluenced by a few leaders with whom 
the minister does not get along, the po
tential for abuse of the minister or a 
church split is great. Churches should 
not underestimate the power of the 
minister to sow seeds of discontent in 
the congregation during a termination 
struggle. All lose in such situations.

Mediators cannot undo a situation 
that has brought a minister to the point 
of termination. Nor can they protect 
the church from the harmful effects of 
conflict. What can a mediator do?

First, a good mediator can help the 
congregation and minister clearly iden
tify the issues. Often the fighting is 
emotional with charges, rumors, and 
feelings generated without understand
ing the real issues. The mediator can 
move behind the issues to help the par
ties clarify the basis of the conflict.

Second, the mediator can often offer 
alternatives not thought of previously. 
The mediator is not caught up in the 
emotion of the conflict and may see 
ways to respond which others in the 
midst of the conflict cannot see.

Third, the mediator slows the pro
cess. Fact-finding and establishing 
communication take time. Such time 
allows the situation to cool.

Fourth, the mediator can confront 
when others cannot. If an objective out
sider who has listened to both sides can 
say: "Pastor, you have not met the ex
pectations of these people. Unless you 
are able to change your performance in 
the next two months, termination is in
evitable.” Or: "The deacon body ap
pears to have assumed the role of the 
personnel committee in this situation.
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A new definition of the committee’s re
sponsibilities is needed.”

Fifth, the mediator can serve as a 
communication link between parties 
unable to talk with each other. Under
standing cannot come from unclear 
communication.

Finally, the mediator can assist in a 
fair agreement if termination becomes 
necessary. The mediator can help the 
minister negotiate an adequate pack
age of support and assistance in seek
ing new employment. Decisions about 
how the church will function in the af
termath of termination can be made 
with the mediator’s assistance.7

Negotiate an adequate compensation 
package for the terminated minister.— 
The definition of adequate depends on 
who is defining. Provisions of salary, 
continuing responsibilities at the 
church, actions of the minister in the 
aftermath of termination, use of a par
sonage, extension of benefits, and other 
related concerns need to be addressed. 
If termination becomes necessary, con
sider the following questions which 
should be addressed in an agreement 
between minister and congregation.

When does the termination become 
effective and all duties of ministry 
cease? For a minister to continue to 
function in a work relationship when 
the relationship is terminated is awk
ward. When termination breaks the 
work relationship, the minister should 
not be expected to continue functioning 
as an employee of the congregation. A 
mutually agreed on way of saying good
bye to the congregation will be needed, 
but an additional two months of 
preaching is not the way.

How long shall salary and benefits 
continue after termination? Generosity 
should be the guide here. A minimum 
of six months continued support is 
needed in most cases. Maximum sup
port which does not provide an incen

tive that keeps the minister from look
ing elsewhere should be given. The age 
and experience level of the minister 
and the size of the church will influence 
what is fair termination compensation. 
What is not fair is termination with no 
continuing support.

What are the penalties for the minis
ter who abuses the terminated status? 
What is to be done with the staff mem
ber who organized supporters to oppose 
the terminated pastor? The pastor who 
seeks to start another church with mi
nority followers? A written agreement 
of termination should be negotiated 
which states benefits provided by the 
church and the minister’s behavior af
ter termination. Termination benefits 
can then be ended or reclaimed if the 
agreement is violated.

Forced termination is never pleasant 
for the congregation. No hard and fast 
rules are given for churches or minis
ters to follow when facing the pain of 
such situations. Both sides share re
sponsibility for the conflict which 
sometimes results in termination. Both 
sides must participate in the conclusion 
of such conflict.

*A fuller development of this concept can be found in Larry L. 
McSwain and William C. Treadwell, Jr., Conflict Ministry in the 
Church (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1981) and William C. Tread
well, Jr., Church Organizations Alive! (Nashville: Broadman 
Press, 1987), 75-92.

2Cf. Joe R. Stacker and Bruce Grubbs, Shared Ministry: A Jour
ney Toward Togetherness in Ministry (Nashville: Convention 
Press, 1985).

3See Leonard Hill, Your Work on the Pulpit Committee (Nash
ville: Broadman Press, 1970) and Gerald M. Williamson, Pastor 
Search Committee Primer and Pastor Search Committee Planbook 
(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1982).

4Some excellent work on covenants has been developed by a 
committee of the Baptist State Convention of North Carolina. A 
sample covenant for ministers and churches has been developed 
by this committee. J. Ralph Hardee also developed the whole con
cept of staff relationships around the theme of covenant in "Staff 
Relationships,” Church Administration Handbook, Bruce P. Pow
ers, ed. (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1985), 271-84.

5Mark Short, "Personnel Administration,” Church Adminis
tration Handbook, 81-109 provides excellent guidance for the 
work of personnel committees.

®From the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted 
1946, 1952, © 1971, 1973.

7 An excellent resource on mediation is Christopher W. Moore, 
The Mediation Process: Practical Strategies for Resolving Conflict 
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1986).
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Healthy Ministers
BROOKS R. FAULKNER

Even the title "Healthy Ministers” is 
presumptuous. By what authority does 
any person tell another who is healthy 
or what is healthy in ministry? Yet 
identifying characteristics of good 
health in ministry is essential. Self
preservation is one reason. Effective
ness is another. Personal growth is yet 
another.

The most provocative reason for con
sidering health might be in how to deal 
with the possibility of forced termina
tion in ministry. This article deals with 
the issue from this point of view. That 
reason is the heart of this article.

Being a healthy minister will not pre
vent forced termination. The reason is 
simple: Not all churches are healthy, 
and some churches that have the poten
tial of being healthy have unhealthy 
and/or unsteady influences. Some 
churches just seem to be out to get the 
minister. To those churches whether 
the minister is healthy or unhealthy is 
of no consequence; however, a healthy 
minister can more adequately cope 
with forced termination.

Physical Unhealth
In 1987, Harvard Medical School re
leased its Your Good Health series. 
Three factors were considered basic for 
good health—fitness, weight control, 
and nutrition.1 Physical unhealth is 
predictable unless attention is spent on 
these three areas.

Physical fitness means fine-tuning 
the vascular system for maximum per
formance in dealing with ministry. The 
key word is protection. Physical fitness 
protects the body for dealing with un
predictable stress.

Excess weight is a serious threat to 
health in ministry. A quick check at de
nominational meetings is frequently 
alarming. Overweight ministers seem 
to outnumber more fit ministers.

As far back as 1952, prestigious mag
azines, such as Today's Health, have 
called being overweight the number 
one health problem in America.2 Still, 
through those decades we have not 
heeded the warning. As recently as 
1985, a major conference on the subject 
was offered by the National Institute of 
Health. The problem is imminent still!

Perhaps the compulsive nature of 
some ministers causes gross neglect of 
consciousness of fats and carbohy
drates. The trick in learning balance in 
diets may have been learned but cer
tainly not applied in many cases.

Poor nutrition and being overweight 
are close kin. "The most important di
etary influences on the level of blood 
cholesterol are (1) the proportion of fat 
and (2) the types of fat consumed.”3 Ne
glecting these dietary influences re
sults in overweight. Understanding 
good nutrition is as close as a book store 
or a visit with a physician. Most physi
cians have pamphlets to provide help 
for good nutrition.

For most ministers cigarettes and al
cohol do not contribute to physical un
health. The morality issue is usually 
enough to block these health hazards. 
More concern is evident in the three ar
eas mentioned: fitness, weight control, 
and nutrition.

Spiritual Unhealth
The more nebulous and volatile area of 
unhealth for the minister is spiritual 
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unhealth. A physician can help a minis
ter with fitness, weight control, and nu
trition. Who will help him with spiri
tual unhealth?

The minister is the spiritual guru for 
others. Who will give him spiritual di
rection? Spouses will, but this is an un
predictable source. Friends will but of
ten only if they are asked. Churches 
will but often only if they are forced to 
do so. Most of the time a minister is 
forced to seek spiritual health from his 
or her own spiritual life, that is, prayer, 
Bible study, and devotional times. Ra
tionalizing during these private times 
is easy. We are often able to wink at our 
clay feet while at the same time helping 
others.

At the risk of being presumptuous, I 
will offer some areas of spiritual un
health for the minister. The reader 
should consider these not pedagogical. 
Perhaps you can learn from my 
mistakes.

Christopher and Leigh Conver have 
written a wonderful little book entitled 
Self-Defeating Life-Styles for persons 
serious about wanting to work out of 
spiritual unhealth. Heavy emphasis is 
placed on early parental responsibility. 
Although the position the Convers take 
is heavy, it is worth considering seri
ously. "What is believed to be true is 
that the basic ingredients of healthy or 
unhealthy personality structures are 
fixed through interactions with family, 
siblings, and baby-sitters by the time of 
entering school. After that point of de
velopment, most individuals are in the 
process of putting meat on the bones of 
the skeleton of the personality.”4 In 
short, personality structure for good 
health is heavily dependent on early 
training.

But let us hasten to add the impor
tance of spiritual birth and spiritual 
growth for healthy spiritual develop
ment. To be born again is a prerequisite 

for the spiritual life and health of a per
son. To develop that spiritual life is a 
lifelong process.

The Convers develop 12 life-styles 
which contribute to spiritual un
health—manipulative, passive-apa
thetic, dependent, hostile, sexually se
ductive, controlling, handicapped, 
despairing, power-seeking, entertainer, 
dreamer, and workaholic. Of consider
able interest is the controlling life
style, "a life-style dominated by the 
need to be in charge or in control. The 
individual expects perfection from ev
erything and shows little emotion or lit
tle mercy. The biblical illustration is 
Jonah.”5

Also interesting is the entertaining 
life-style, one "dominated by the need 
for attention. The individual must have 
the spotlight and feels his or her only 
worth is to make others laugh or mar
vel. The biblical illustration is Simon 
the magician.”6

Paul Powell, president of the Annu
ity Board, told a group of ministers and 
families at Ridgecrest in 1989 that one 
of his plights as a minister was to over
come the need to be "remarkable.” Has 
any conscientious minister been with
out that need at one time or another in 
ministry?

Given prominence earlier by Wayne 
Oates in his book Confessions of a 
Workaholic, the Convers also develop a 
self-defeating workaholic life-style 
"dominated by the need to earn approv
al. The belief is that never enough is 
done or never done well enough. The 
persons believe that the world can’t 
survive without them. The biblical il
lustration is Mary and Martha.”7

It could be said that the spiritual un
health of the minister is not easily de
finable. Most ministers are not beset by 
such radical sins as adultery. Most are 
not beset by obvious sins of having oth
er gods before them. Theft, deceit, or ly
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ing may be ruled out by most. But then 
there is pride. The self-indulgent, self
preoccupying sin of prominence of 
name and reputation—the need to be 
"remarkable”—is a decaying, eroding 
spiritual unhealthiness that besets 
most of us.

In our efforts to go about doing good, 
as we have been called to do, as we have 
been commissioned to do, the evil trap 
is to want others to know about our do
ing good, our calling, and our commis
sion. We fall into the trauma of want
ing to "get ahead” in ministry. A sense 
of entitlement may emerge. We feel we 
deserve a larger church, a larger sala
ry, a larger staff. We feel we are as ef
fective in our preaching as those we 
hear at conferences. Satan has a field 
day with us. Like many of our predeces
sors, and even biblical models, we get 
spiritually unhealthy because we for
get a basic premise in the Christian eth
ic—self-denial. At this point we begin 
to entertain self-defeating life-styles.

In 1980, the Association of Theologi
cal Schools in the United States and 
Canada released an exhaustive study 
on Ministry in America. A study of 47 
denominations, among them Southern 
Baptists, shows a strong need expressed 
by laypersons for strong convictions re
garding exemplary living by the pas
tor.”8 Disqualifying personal and be
havioral characteristics show 
particular signs of spiritual unhealth: 
self-protecting ministry, which avoids 
intimacy and repels people by a criti
cal, demeaning, and insensitive atti
tude; undisciplined living and self-in
dulgent actions that irritate, shock, or 
offend; irresponsibility to the congrega
tion shown through independence and 
lack of discipline, not placing oneself in 
a position of responsibility to the reli
gious community to be served; profes
sional immaturity in which actions 
demonstrate immaturity, insecurity, 

insensitivity, and being buffeted by the 
demands and pressures of the profes
sion; pursuit of personal advantage, 
which often is personal insecurity ex
pressed in grandiose ideas and manipu
lative efforts to gain or to keep personal 
advantages; secular life-style, or part
ing company with some ministerial ste
reotypes by participating in a secular
ized life-style.9

These characteristics are unhealthy 
from a behavioral point of view and, 
even more significantly, unhealthy 
from a spiritual point of view. They are 
self-indulgent. They are absent of the 
central Christian ethic of self-denial. 
To follow Jesus we must listen to His 
commands: "If anyone wishes to come 
after Me, let him deny himself, and 
take up his cross, and follow Me” (Matt. 
16:24, NASB).10

Characteristics of Healthy Ministers
Yes, talking about healthy ministers is 
presumptuous. By what authority does 
one speak about good health? The saf
est and surest method is to look to the 
characteristic of good health in the 
Bible.

Healthy ministers respect author
ity.—Titus 3:1 says, "Remind them to 
be subject to rulers, to authorities, to be 
obedient, to be ready for every good 
deed” (NASB).

Healthy ministers are not afraid to 
listen to the counsel and advice of dea
cons. They are ready to correct mis
takes when a director of Woman’s Mis
sionary Union admonishes them to do 
so. They are willing to listen and heed 
the advice of a senior church member 
who asks them to spend more time with 
senior church members.

Rarely do you hear healthy ministers 
exclaim, "No one is going to tell me 
what to do.” They do not feel that they 
have a corner on God’s will. They are 
not belabored with the feeling that
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their call entitles them to a singular 
opinion that should not be questioned. 
They have respect for authority—both 
God’s and persons’.

Healthy ministers are ready for every 
good deed.—At least two ingredients 
are necessary to be ready for every good 
deed—an active prayer life and an as
similated theology. Michael Cavanagh 
calls these two ingredients the heart of 
a ’’healthy and vibrant spirituality.”11 
Through an active prayer life ministers 
are more ’’patient, empathetic, coura
geous, just, and freeing.”12

Healthy ministers malign no one.— 
Healthy ministers do not put persons 
down. They do not speak evil of others. 
The word in Greek for malign (Titus 
3:2) is blasphemein™ the same word 
used in blasphemy. It is premeditated 
vindictiveness. It is committed against 
another person but is also an insult to 
God.

Persons who seek out ways to insult 
others blaspheme God. A healthy min
ister will not seek ways to embarrass a 
church member. A healthy minister 
would never prepare a scathing trea
tise in a sermon to get back at someone.

Healthy ministers are not conten
tious.—An uncontentious person is one 
who would not mind selling his pet par
rot to the town gossip. We all have a lit
tle of the detective in us. In fact, a little 
contention is in all of us. But the person 
who becomes characterized by conten
tion is the person who digs for facts and 
evidence to feed and validate personal 
prejudices. That is a contentious 
person.

A healthy minister does not feed off 
the mistakes and scandals of others. A 
healthy minister does not feel good 
when others fail.

When steel meets steel without some 
soothing oil, sparks are inevitable. A 
contentious person needs the sparks. 
When an irresistible force meets an im

movable object inevitable conflict re
sults. All the contentious person needs 
is an opportunity.

Healthy ministers are gentle.—The 
word used in Titus 3:2 for gentle is epiei- 
keis, meaning ’’nonfighter.”14 It is 
translated elsewhere as meekness, but 
it does not mean weakness.

Cavanagh calls this characteristic of 
the psychologically effective minister 
’’gentle strength.”15 It is the basis of as
sertiveness. It lies at the midpoint be
tween nonassertive and aggressive. It is 
remaining calm and steadfast in the 
face of manipulation, unrealistic expec
tations, and impossible persons.

Gentleness is the rare combination of 
being able to be flexible when needed 
yet showing unswerving strength. Ac
tions need to help others not mistake 
intolerance for moral judgment. One of 
the best examples was when Jesus met 
the woman at the well. He talked with 
her. This in itself was shocking. Only 
the disreputable women came to the 
well at this time of day. Jesus had re
spect for the woman. But He told her of 
her sin. Without condoning what she 
had done and with gentleness, He was 
strong in His moral expectations.

Gentleness may be the rare combina
tion of guilt and grace. You must create 
guilt for sin. The minister’s role de
pends on this guilt. That is the begin
ning; the end is redemption. Grace is 
the answer to guilt. If the minister can 
present both without alienating the 
person, his behavior will not be per
ceived as intolerance. If the underlying 
message of revelation of sin is redemp
tion, persons receiving the message will 
know. Gentleness is unmistakable.

Titus 3:2 (NASB) says, ’’gentle, show
ing every consideration for all men.” 
That is what gentleness does; it shows 
every consideration for all men.

Healthy ministers are kind.—Titus 
3:3 recounts the unhealthy spiritual 
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life: ’Tor we also once were foolish our
selves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved 
to various lusts and pleasures, spend
ing our life in malice and envy, hateful, 
hating one another” (NASB).

Then the healing took place: ’’But 
when the kindness of God our Savior 
and His love for mankind appeared, He 
saved us, not on the basis of deeds 
which we have done in righteousness, 
but according to His mercy, by the 
washing of regeneration and renewing 
by the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:4-5, NASB). 
This is the birth of kindness. Once the 
kindness of God heals us, we, in turn, 
are kind to others.

The word for kindness is chrestotes.™ 
It is the root word for Christ. Christ is 
synonymous with kindness. Healthy 
ministers are Christlike; and, like 
Christ, they are kind. All Christian the
ology of relationships is tied up in the 
word kindness—grace, love, redemp
tion, regeneration, cleansing, washing, 
renewing. Christian ministers are kind 
because God has been kind to them. 
They reflect His kindness.

Cavanagh interprets the quality of 
kindness by the effective minister as 
’’freeing.”17 He interprets freedom as 
that which enables persons to make 
choices within the boundaries of justice 
and love. The minister encourages this 
freedom by helping persons to interpret 
their own freedom. That, he says, is the 
kindness of Christ. The opposite of this 
kindness is the minister who exerts his 
or her own will on others. This type 
minister does not allow church mem
bers to use their own wills if these wills 
are contradictory to the minister’s own 
will. Kindness allows for disagreement 
but always points in the direction of 
Christ.

Some Summary Gleanings 
on Good Health in Ministry

The following statements are the result 

of a research project by Clifford Tharp, 
Research Services, Sunday School 
Board; conversations with James Coo
per, retired Christian counselor of the 
Baptist General Convention of Texas; 
brainstorming sessions by the church 
minister relations organization of the 
Southern Baptist Convention; hun
dreds of interviews conducted by the 
Church Staff Support Section of the 
Sunday School Board; and testimony by 
Wayne Oates in a conference on 
healthy ministry at Cedarmore Assem
bly in Kentucky, March 1989.

Healthy ministers grow.—They learn 
from almost everyone. They relate 
what is applicable. They grow in leader
ship skills and in their spiritual pil
grimage. They are willing to learn from 
people who are older or younger, less 
educated or more educated.

A youth director in a church in Nash
ville told an interim pastor, ’’When you 
recommended I have a chat with Rich
ard Ross (consultant in youth minis
try), I thought you were telling me I 
didn’t know my job.”

”On the contrary,” the interim pas
tor told him, ”1 was suggesting you 
learn as much from as many as pos
sible. Learning from others will make 
you more effective.”

Growing is often painful. It is always 
a learning experience. It makes a min
ister stronger and healthier.

Healthy ministers have a place for re
treat.—Jesus went to the garden of 
Gethsemane. A minister needs a place 
for retreat to preserve his own good 
judgment and sanity.

Retreat gives perspective. In the 
midst of stress of constant demands, 
the humanity of the minister is rubbed 
raw. He must retreat to see things as 
they really are.

Healthy ministers have a sense of hu
mor.—In a research project conducted 
by Research Services of the Sunday 
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School Board, one quality kept reap
pearing from all kinds of skilled minis
ters—the need for a sense of humor to 
maintain good health. Ministers must 
be able to laugh at their own humanity.

One minister told a group of col
leagues in a recent pastor’s conference: 
"I’ve eaten crow cooked every way 
imaginable—fried, broiled, skewered, 
and even barbecued. It doesn’t taste 
good, but I survived.”

Healthy ministers can live with not 
knowing.—Swan Haworth once told a 
group of us in a pastoral care seminar, 
"For some ministers, the most difficult 
words to speak are 'I don’t know.’ ” 
Some questions do not have answers. 
Some problems do not have solutions. 
Just to know the questions and prob
lems is an accomplishment. Ministers 
do not have to be persons with ultimate 
answers about all of life’s problems.

Healthy ministers are not preoccu
pied with suspicion and resentment.— 
Nursing a grudge is a major factor in 
unhappiness. Healthy ministers can
not afford to live feeling "they are out 
to get me” even if they are. With the 
sunshine of optimism and hope, minis
ters must work with the clouds of suspi
cion and resentment.

Healthy ministers have learned the 
art of forgiveness.—They cannot erase 

the memory of hurts, but they can 
erase the pain and misery. They have 
learned that some do not deserve for
giveness but that they do not forgive for 
the sake of the other person but for 
their own sake.

Forgiveness is a Christian quality as 
well as a mental health quality. Being 
healthy will not save a minister’s job. 
Some churches, unfortunately, are not 
looking for healthy ministers. But be
ing healthy will help the minister cope 
after termination. Coping may be the 
best skill a minister can possess.

‘William I. Bennett, Stephen E. Goldfmger, and G. Timothy 
Johnson, Your Good Health (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1987), 7-92.

2Ibid., 33.
3Ibid., 65.
“Christopher С. and Leigh E. Con ver, Self Defeating Life-Styles 

(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1988), 132.
5Ibid., 15.
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4bid., 16.
8David S. Schuller, Merton P. Strommen, Milo L. Brekke, eds., 

Ministry in America (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1980), 64.
“Ibid., 49.
‘°From the New American Standard Bible. Copyright © The 

Lockman Foundation. 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 
1975, 1977. Used by permission. Subsequent quotations are 
marked NASB.

“Michael E. Cavanagh, The Effective Minister (San Francisco: 
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12Ibid„ 18.
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Forced Termination 
Emotions
JAMES COOPER

The church isn’t doing too well. Atten
dance is off; offerings are down; bap
tisms are declining; many people are 
not joining; morale is low. To make 
matters worse—or at least to make 
them seem worse—the church down 
the road is thriving; and the services 
televised from some faraway city throb 
with excitement. Frustration grows, 
and the pain mounts.

Lay leaders are concerned about the 
downward trend. For some time, per
haps months, no one mentions what ev
erybody knows or is beginning to sense: 
Something is wrong, and something 
has to be done.

Once the silence is broken, everyone 
has an opinion and is quick to express 
it. At first, and for a while, observations 
and diagnoses are general, nonspecific. 
Times have changed, and people just 
aren’t flocking to church as they once 
did. Population shift has put too much 
distance between the meeting house 
and most of the members, and so on.

In time the discussion moves from 
general causes to persons and finally, 
with predictable certainty, to the pas
tor. After all, everyone agrees that no 
business, except by accident, can go be
yond its chief executive officer; no team 
is better than its coach; no institution is 
more effective than its president. With 
little thought of questioning the folk 
wisdom borrowed from boardrooms, 
business offices, playing fields, and lec
ture halls and after a series of meet
ings—some public, some private, some 
secret—the die is cast, the decision 

reached. For the "good” of the church, 
the pastor must go.

Sometimes the pastor is informed by 
persons who either assume or accept 
the responsibility of reporting "how the 
people feel.” Sometimes the news is 
leaked through friends "who don’t 
want to see the pastor hurt.” By what
ever means the news is borne, it is gen
erally couched in pious language: "We 
have prayed about this.” "The will of 
God has been revealed to us.”

Once the pastor has been notified, 
the information is conveyed to the 
church and the community in a variety 
of ways but usually in euphemistic ter
minology designed to make the action 
appear reasoned, prudent, and hu
mane. Involuntary termination is more 
refined than fired; declaring the pulpit 
vacant is less personal than getting rid 
of the pastor; equitable severance nego
tiations is kinder than serving the pas
tor notice. Whatever the language, the 
meaning is the same.

These steps taken, the church some
how believes that it has done one thing 
while the pastor feels it has done anoth
er. The church perceives that it has act
ed responsibly in terminating the ser
vices of one man in the interest of the 
whole church and, thus, for the greater 
good. Less aware of its self-inflicted in
jury, it will discover only in time that it, 
too, has suffered a permanent blow.1

The pastor, whose hurt is more im
mediate and personal, clearly under
stands that he has been fired. His self- 
esteem is nonexistent, while 
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contradictory emotions churn just be
neath the surface, striving both for con
cealment and expression.

In this situation of human extremity, 
ministers and churches tend to view 
their circumstances as unique. The pas
tor believes that no other minister has 
ever been so ill used. The congregation 
believes that no other church has ever 
been more tolerant of shortcomings or 
more reluctant to take action against 
its leader. Each has marshaled what it 
considers an irrefutable case in which 
the fault lies clearly with the other. But 
these claims are not unique. The emo
tional makeup and the attitudes of the 
pastors and congregations involved are 
strikingly similar. While the emotions 
which follow forced termination are 
more common and evident, certain 
emotions and personality traits may 
contribute to forced termination.

Speed Leas’ study provides an in
structive list of traits, emotions, and be
haviors which regularly precede forced 
termination. He reported: 'Tn 23% of 
the churches studied, clergy were ter
minated because they were seen to be 
passive, withdrawn, aloof, seemingly 
not caring, distant, or cold. Another 
23% were terminated because they 
were viewed as contentious, authoritar
ian, or dictatorial.”2 Thus, in nearly 
half the situations termination was the 
result of passive or aggressive behavior. 
The study further revealed that 48 per
cent were overly sensitive, with a ten
dency to react emotionally rather than 
rationally; and 38 percent appeared 
stubborn.3 These statistics and labels 
are not surprising.

The problem is that the strengths of 
passive, aggressive, or overly sensitive 
pastors are frequently overshadowed 
by their negative traits. Though a min
ister perceived as cold and aloof may be 
appreciated for many gifts, the absence 
of personal warmth in dealing with 

people limits his effectiveness. The ag
gressive minister also lacks the quality 
of caring. His behavior is often compen
sation for personal insecurities or evi
dence of a misguided view of his leader
ship role. Any hesitancy of church 
members to follow his plans and proce
dures is apt to become for him a point of 
personal honor, if not an affront to his 
calling; and the more his authority is 
questioned, the more stubbornly en
trenched he becomes. The overly sensi
tive pastor, on the other hand, often re
quires more emotional support and 
approval than staff and members can 
provide. For all these ministerial types, 
problems are lurking.

Relational problems are further com
pounded when these pastors face diffi
cult tasks for which they have little 
training or skill. As each struggles to 
find solutions, if the stakes are high 
and the threat is great, he may link in
consequential and coincidental bits of 
evidence into a distorted view of reali
ty, falsely concluding that the congre
gation is "out to get” him. This convic
tion may even border on paranoia, a 
condition characterized by pervasive, 
unwarranted suspicion and mistrust. 
Pastors with paranoid tendencies are 
easily offended by church leaders, staff, 
even their families. They tend to over
react to offenses which more lucid 
thinking would find unimportant. And 
because they are suspicious and defen
sive, expressing natural, human emo
tions—affection, appreciation, or grati
tude—is difficult for them.

Another personality trait sometimes 
found at the heart of pastor-church dif
ficulties is egotism, characterized by an 
inflated self-image. Such a trait may 
manifest itself in the need to have one’s 
picture prominently displayed in the 
church and in church publications. The 
minister may overstate his own 
achievements and talents while dispar
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aging others’ contributions. He may 
carry the how-great-it-is-since-I-came 
message to such an extreme that the 
church becomes disgusted, especially 
when gross exaggerations are involved. 
His integrity is called into question. Be
cause of his unwarranted and preten
tious self-assurance, he is seen as arro
gant and haughty, a perception which 
runs counter to the personality most 
congregations expect and one which 
contradicts the message he preaches.

In contrast with egotistical patterns, 
a compulsive way of life may stem from 
habits of discipline and control carried 
to extremes. The highly goal-oriented 
pastor sees an efficient organization as 
the key to success. This focus requires a 
rational approach to planning; no-ex- 
cuses adherence to deadlines; and ex
acting attention to detail. Unfortunate
ly, the all-consuming nature of these 
demands leaves no place for emotion 
and renders the pastor’s relationships 
formal and humorless. Once this pat
tern of behavior is established, its ex
cesses may grow until the "victim’s” 
perfectionistic practices and critical at
titudes have alienated those whom he 
intended to serve and his inability to 
measure up to his own standards has 
awakened disquieting self-doubt.

Any of these traits may create uncon
scious anxieties in the pastor. His dis
tress may become so great that when he 
sees, or thinks he sees, his own uncer
tainties reflected in the faces of others, 
he reacts with anger and hostility. Any 
situation or person may become the ob
ject of his anger because his under
standing of the problem is undevel
oped. This kind of agitation and stress 
frequently is made manifest in nega
tive preaching and public outbursts— 
even name calling. This behavior is 
usually a sign that the minister’s de
fenses are disintegrating and that more 
effective ones have not yet emerged.

Despite the pastor’s visible position, 
placing the blame entirely on him for 
this poor state of affairs within the 
church family is a mistake. The Alban 
Institute’s study discovered that "just 
as often (43% of the time) there were 
dynamics present in the congregation 
itself which inhibited or destroyed the 
possibility of effective pastoral leader
ship.”4 The cause is frequently a resi
due of anger, distrust, or bitterness left 
over from a previous bad experience. 
These residual emotions are then 
transferred to the new pastor, who is 
powerless to overcome a complex emo
tional tangle, the history and dimen
sions of which may be totally unknown 
to him. In other words, churches as well 
as individuals can be neurotic. Either 
can destroy what should be a harmoni
ous and productive union.

A common metaphor for the union 
between congregation and minister is 
marriage. Logically, then, involuntary 
termination must be viewed as "di
vorce.” One minister confirmed the ac
curacy of this analogy when he con
fessed, "What my family and I suffered 
during that fatal Wednesday evening’s 
business meeting was akin to the grief 
of divorce.” The divorce analogy for 
forced termination is useful in several 
ways. First, at least one party in a di
vorce usually expresses total surprise 
when confronted with the issue and de
nies any knowledge of unhappiness or 
dissatisfaction. In church-pastor di
vorces, too, denial is an ego defense 
used by many pastors and church mem
bers. In a share group for ministers who 
had experienced forced termination, 
most denied any awareness of impend
ing termination. They exchanged with 
one another a variety of stunned 
thoughts with which they had reacted 
to the sudden news: This can't be hap
pening to me. My ministry in this 
church has only begun. My congrega

38 Search



tion loves me; Гт certain that 90 per
cent would vote for me to stay.

Many active and involved church 
members also deny that problems exist: 
"I thought things were going well in 
our church.” ’’People know that I dis
like gossip, so I never hear the bad 
things.” ”A busy church member has 
no time for petty faultfinding.”

Two explanations may be given for 
this lack of awareness or denial. First is 
a tendency to block from consciousness 
those things which would otherwise 
trouble us. Second, the mind, early in 
life, develops amazing powers of ratio
nalization; that is, when we see or hear 
threatening things, we offer ourselves 
rational but false explanations instead 
of the accurate ones which would dam
age our self-concept.

The minister, therefore, might say to 
himself, ’’Those deacons didn’t tell me 
about their meeting because they know 
what a stressful week I’ve had; they 
were only trying to protect me.” Or, 
”I’m really blessed to have strong 
church leaders who don’t depend on the 
pastor for every little thing.” Church 
members may also rationalize events: 
”1 didn’t know what was going on until 
it was too late.” Or, ’’Everybody knows 
this church is run by three families; I 
could do nothing.”

Once the disintegration of a marital 
relationship has been exposed and rec
ognized, denial continues as the parties 
disclaim all blame. Similarly, in the 
church-pastor conflict, the minister 
usually denies any wrongdoing, negli
gence, or failure which could have pro
duced the crisis. The congregation de
nies having withheld from the pastor 
its full support or having broken its 
original covenant with him. In many 
church conflicts, denial, with its cycli
cal blocking and rationalizing, contin
ues for so many years that fiction and 
fact merge in a vague memory of some 

unpleasant episode in the church’s 
past. But whether the parties are ever 
able to face the true problems and their 
causes, emotional reactions cannot be 
bottled up indefinitely. Owning and ex
pressing genuine emotions is a neces
sary part of any grief process.

Emotional expression is individual 
and complex. Emotions differ with per
sons, causes, and circumstances. Not 
all pastors and churches experience the 
same emotions, nor do they experience 
them in the same way. Nevertheless, 
persons involved in forced termination 
frequently experience these emotions. 
Exploring them may increase our un
derstanding and motivate us to develop 
effective strategies for intervention.

Bitterness is common in pastor
church rifts and frequently experi
enced by both parties early in the con
flict. In the pastor bitterness is fed by 
his feelings of betrayal, rejection, and 
loneliness. He feels betrayed when 
those he has trusted are found among 
the opposition. For example, if a mem
ber of the pastor search committee 
which brought him to the church joins 
the forces against him, his sense of be
trayal is exacerbated.

The pastor’s feelings of betrayal are 
compounded when those he counted as 
his chief supporters either reject him or 
simply stand by without publicly com
ing to his aid. He usually feels keenly 
the rejection of those to whom he has 
ministered in times of crisis. Church 
members under the numbing influence 
of emotional pain or shame often bare 
their souls before the pastor to whom 
they have turned for help. The pastor— 
for whom intimate personal problems 
and the stories behind them are noth
ing new—often views this experience 
as a special bond of brotherhood meld
ed by shared pain as helper and helped 
prayerfully submit the matter to the 
grace of God and seek His guidance in 
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finding solutions. Ironically, however, 
as many ministers will testify, once the 
initial shock of the crisis has passed, 
the church member often feels naked 
and exposed before one who now 
"knows too much.” He may even expe
rience delusions of reference, feeling 
that the pastor is preaching just to him 
or has betrayed his confidences to oth
ers. Once he convinces himself that this 
is true, he is more than justified in join
ing the pastor’s opposition.

In some ways, however, the most bit
ter disappointment for a pastor is rejec
tion by fellow ministers and their 
wives. When this support is suddenly 
lost or seriously jeopardized—when the 
brothers no longer call or ask him to 
lunch or enlist his help in community 
enterprises, when they drop him and 
his family from social activities—the 
sense of rejection is complete.

The minister’s profession may dic
tate or limit the family’s social life. The 
loss, therefore, automatically suspends 
or sharply curtails the latter which re
volves almost exclusively around the 
church. Robbed of these relationships, 
the family may be devastated by loneli
ness. Linda Lawson reported that one 
pastor’s wife confided: "I wish I could 
tell you what it is really like. Every
where we go is awkward. People do not 
know what to say. Some avoid us. Some 
pretend it never happened.”5

The minister’s children also are cut 
off from their friends and face the 
threat of moving to a new place, chang
ing schools, and being deprived of spe
cial niches they have carved for them
selves. Other children sometimes face 
the sudden need to restructure their 
lives, but the trauma is doubly painful 
for the minister’s child when added to 
the shame of public accusations, pri
vate barbs, and feeling unwanted.

With the loss of a church family, the 
pastor’s family also loses its primary 

support system. James Jackson report
ed the lament of a pastor’s teenaged 
daughter. She felt that "the church was 
punishing her for her father’s mis
takes. Instead of being able to turn to 
her church as a source of help with her 
anger and pain, she felt rejected and 
alienated. The people to whom she 
would normally have turned for help 
suddenly appeared to be opponents.”6

Bitterness is often the legacy of 
church members as well. They may feel 
bitter toward the pastor for their per
sonal distress and for the bitter feelings 
among families which have displaced 
the former joys of fellowship. Church 
children and teens are often deeply af
fected by overt and covert changes in 
the attitudes of those around them. 
Much more alert to the dynamics of in
terpersonal relationships than most of 
their elders suspect, they frequently 
are disillusioned and embittered by 
trouble in the church and view the be
haviors of adults as underhanded and 
hypocritical. These feelings may be 
manifested in acting out and other 
forms of rebellion against the conven
tions and practices of church, school, 
and family life.

Frustration and anger are common 
emotions in forced termination. Ac
cording to Paul Hauch, "Frustration is 
the condition of wanting something 
and not getting it, or not wanting some
thing and having it forced upon you.”7 
Forced termination is for the minister 
and for dissenting congregants clearly 
a source of frustration. What ministers 
want is fair treatment, respect, love, 
admiration, and an opportunity to ful
fill their calling. When these are de
nied, they become frustrated; and this 
may well lead to anger.

Anger is a largely automatic re
sponse with biological manifestations 
which equip us for defense against 
physical or psychological threats. An
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ger is a response to something that mat
ters. Indifference and anger do not co
exist. Anger quickly reaches the con
scious level and is directed against 
specific targets. For the terminated 
minister, these targets may be the lead
ers who ousted him; those who stood by 
and let it happen; or even God, who 
seems indifferent to his pain. Once the 
anger has been acknowledged, the dis
ciplined individual attempts to control 
and channel this psychic energy by as
sessing the strength of the threat and 
devising strategies to meet it. But this 
is not easy.

A congregation’s frustration and an
ger are first directed toward the person 
or persons they perceive as responsible 
for the situation, either the pastor or 
the leaders of his opposition. They may 
feel frustrated at the church’s lost op
portunities and angry because of the 
useless expenditure of energy needed to 
overcome an unpleasant situation 
which could have been avoided.

Anxiety and fear tend to mount as an
ger subsides. First, the minister experi
ences anxiety, a vague uneasiness with 
no clear referent. Anxiety has been 
called the 20th-century neurosis—the 
price we pay for the alienation, isola
tion, and meaninglessness induced by 
too much freedom and mobility and the 
absence of family continuity and root
edness. The terminated minister feels 
alienated, isolated, uprooted, and 
plagued by myriad uncertainties and 
insecurities as yet unnamed. He has 
lost his place in the scheme of things, 
and all is not well.

The pastor’s specific fears develop as 
soon as the sobering realities of his cir
cumstances become clear. He fears that 
the emotional damage to his family 
may be permanent, that the family 
may never regain the joy and harmony 
and sense of mission of earlier days, 
that he may be unable to support them, 

that he may lose his home by default. 
He also fears that his reputation as an 
honorable and able servant of God may 
be ruined, that he may not secure an
other place of ministry, and that he 
may never fully salvage his own bat
tered self-esteem. His fears may even 
lead him to the brink of despair.

Anyone is a potential victim for de
spair regardless of age or abilities 
when, in his own eyes, he fails to meet 
the challenges of each stage of life suc
cessfully. Erik Erikson said that de
spair is "the feeling that the time is 
now short, too short to attempt to start 
another life and to try out alternate 
roads to integrity.”8 The terminated 
minister who has invested many years 
in education and apprenticeship and in 
laying foundations for future accom
plishments may feel that all hope for 
fulfillment of his dreams is lost.

Church members involved in a pastor 
crisis typically share fears for the fu
ture of their church. They fear that po
tential pastors, learning of the former 
pastor’s termination, will have no in
terest in their congregation. They may 
also fear that their poor reputation in 
the community will stagnate their 
growth potential and that diminished 
financial support will curtail vital pro
grams. Church members who have in
vested years of their lives and much 
money and effort in a church are deep
ly concerned for its growth and con
tinuing role in community life.

Depression is a predictable conse
quence of extreme anger, anxiety, and 
fear. In fact, depression has been de
scribed as displaced anger, or anger 
turned inward against the self. The 
minister who experiences a keen sense 
of loss and feels himself the victim of 
forces beyond his control, but whose 
spiritual understanding inhibits ex
pressing anger toward others, often 
finds himself the victim of depression.
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The effects of depression pervade his to
tal being—physical, emotional, mental, 
and spiritual. In Happiness Is a Choice 
Minirth and Meier provide a vivid de
scription of a person in the grip of de
pression. He may ruminate over past 
mistakes, feel guilty even when inno
cent, at fault when blameless, exagger
ate the enormity of his problems, and 
manifest a negative self-concept. He 
feels blue, sad, helpless, worthless, and 
hopeless. He feels deprived of emotion
al support and thus feels empty and 
lonely, unhappy and pessimistic, reject
ed and unloved. He is so occupied with 
himself and his ruminations that his 
attention, concentration, and memory 
are impaired. He has an overwhelming 
sense of inadequacy. He lacks motiva
tion and becomes indecisive.9 Obvious
ly, a minister experiencing this syn
drome is unable to deal successfully 
with a life-altering crisis.

Guilt, shame, and humiliation are 
also frequent responses of the minister. 
Guilt may be a legitimate acceptance of 
a share of the blame, or it may be an 
extension of displaced anger against 
self. Gratuitous and persistent guilt is 
most common in the overly conscien
tious minister, preoccupied with moral
istic perfection, particularly his own. 
Guilt is a form of self-disappointment 
which often drives one to confession 
both public and private. The minister 
may feel impelled to confess his faults 
before the church and to God.

Shame, often used as a synonym for 
guilt, is more accurately the painful 
emotion which stems from guilt, espe
cially when public exposure has oc
curred. A part of the minister’s shame 
derives from the feeling of having 
failed his family and colleagues and of 
being debased in their eyes. Even when 
he feels blameless and guiltless, he can 
experience intense shame from having 
been exposed to relentless public scruti

ny. Such scrutiny is, for persons of a 
certain temperament and upbringing, 
deeply humiliating, to say the least. 
For those persons who hold a part of 
the self always in reserve, with a "no 
trespassing”sign clearly posted, it is an 
exquisite form of torture.

The pastor’s being the focus of atten
tion does not mean that churches es
cape guilt, shame, and humiliation. On 
the contrary, these emotions may re
main with them for many years. Not 
uncommonly, leaders of pastor opposi
tion groups feel such guilt that years 
later they confess, as one man said to 
me, "If I could turn the clock back, I 
would have no part in that situation.” 
Some, having seen the destructiveness 
of democracy in action on Wednesday 
night vow never again to vote on any
thing. Others feel shame and humilia
tion when members of the community 
react to their church affiliation with, 
"Oh, that’s the church where. . .

In the course of forced termination 
proceedings, then, a minister and 
church may run the full gamut of emo
tions or may experience only a few of 
them. In churches with a history of fir
ing pastors, members may be so callous 
that few emotions are felt. Additional 
problems are sure to arise when either 
minister or church becomes stuck in a 
particular level of emotion. Some min
isters carry a residue of anger and bit
terness into their next pastorate. Bit
terness can be so great, in fact, that the 
pastor needs time for healing before be
ginning another pastorate. Churches 
may be slow to place their full trust and 
confidence in their next pastor. Be
cause of this the next pastor may actu
ally be serving as interim on a full-time 
basis, and his tenure may be brief.

At last the time comes when minister 
and church must follow the example of 
Paul: "Forgetting those things which 
are behind, and reaching forth unto 
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those things which are before, I press 
toward the mark for the prize of the 
high calling of God in Christ Jesus” 
(Phil. 3:13-14). Efforts to begin again 
can be facilitated in a number of ways.

Churches seeking recovery from the 
trauma of forced termination need a 
loving interim pastor to guide them in 
working through their emotions and 
help them heal. They might also consid
er a retreat of key leaders directed by a 
resource person with specialized skills 
in ferreting out the causes of church 
conflict and in assisting members to de
velop preventive strategies for the fu
ture. The resource person should help 
them to review their goals and dreams 
and to formulate plans for bringing 
them to fruition.

The terminated pastor can by a num
ber of ways renew his zest for life and 
facilitate reentry into ministry.

First, he must come to terms with his 
emotions; give up a desire for revenge; 
resolve his anger and bitterness; and 
cling to his faith, hope, and calling.

Second, he must seek to maintain as 
normal a family life as possible and at
tempt with his wife and children to un
derstand what happened. He must lis
ten to his family and respond lovingly 
to their confusion and pain.

Third, he should take advantage of 
what most state conventions offer in 
terms of counseling services. These ser
vices include counseling for his family, 
limited financial aid, and career assess
ment. Conventions and associations of
ten assist in finding a support group 
who can hear him understandingly and 
help to renew his faith in people.

Fourth, he should review his re
sources—financial, relational, and vo
cational. He should seek any honorable 
employment while, at the same time, 

keeping his dream alive and making 
contacts which will enhance the possi
bility of securing a place of ministry.

Fifth, he should learn from the expe
rience. He now knows more about him
self than ever before—both strengths 
and weaknesses. When asked, "What 
have you learned?” a group of minis
ters submitted the following candid re
plies: that life does not end with forced 
termination, that the Lord always has 
a place of service, that understanding 
the problem does not always solve it, 
that I should be more caring of other 
people, that I must be a better encour- 
ager, that I must spend more time 
building relationships, that I must stop 
being a workaholic and give more time 
to my family, that God is loving and for
giving, that God’s grace is sufficient, 
and that closeness to God is paramount.

Fritz Kunkel pointed out that "no 
one makes any significant change in 
his personality or life situation until he 
is motivated by pain of some kind.”10 
Both church and minister must claim 
the promise of Paul that "all things 
work together for good to them that 
love God, to them who are the called ac
cording to his purpose ” (Rom. 8:28).

'Adapted from an unpublished article written by Glen Ed
wards, formerly director of Church Minister Relations, Louisiana 
Baptist Convention.

2Speed B. Leas, Should the Pastor Be Fired? (Washington, DC: 
Alban Institute, 1980), 9.

3Ibid.
♦Ibid., 10.
5Linda Lawson, "You’re Fired!” Church Administration, July 

1984, 6.
6 James L. Jackson, "Ministering to the Children of Terminated 

Ministers,” Church Administration, July 1984, 15.
7Paul A. Hauck, Overcoming Frustration and Anger (Philadel

phia: Westminster Press, 1974), 62.
8Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society, 2nd rev. ed. (New York: 

W. W. Norton, 1963), 269.
9Frank B. Minirth and Paul D. Meier, Happiness Is a Choice 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1978), 23-28.
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Forced Termination 
of Staff Ministers
G. WILLIS BENNETT

For the forced termination of a staff 
minister to occur, a wrong should have 
been committed which, as a last resort, 
the termination will attempt to correct. 
Or if correction is impossible, at least 
termination may prevent still other 
wrongs from being committed. For this 
to have any validity, one needs to dis
tinguish between termination, which 
sometimes must be seen as necessary 
and desirable, and forced termination, 
which always means that the desire of 
at least one party is ignored. This ac
tion is always painful and many times 
leads to still further pain and disrup
tion in the lives of the persons directly 
involved and also in the life of the 
church. A body committed to living in 
redemptive relationships must never 
take lightly entering into an action 
that may have few redeeming qualities.

What of the assumption that a wrong 
has been committed and an effort must 
be made to correct it? Let us suppose 
that those making the decision to ter
minate the staff member conclude that 
the staff member has been wrong. The 
wrong may be traced to behavior that is 
clearly unacceptable. The staff member 
has been perceived as dishonest or im
moral, and evidence exists that sub
stantiates the perception. If no confes
sion and repentance occurs that results 
in forgiveness and renewed acceptance, 
then the employment must be termi
nated. Dishonesty and immorality are 
not apt to be accepted and tolerated in a 
minister, and certainly one is not apt to 
be allowed to continue in a working re

lationship. In such a case the staff ter
mination is seen as justified though 
regrettable.

A less obvious situation may occur 
when the termination is made because 
the minister has been seen to be ineffec
tive. Decision makers conclude that in 
the interest of the work of the church a 
new and more effective minister must 
be found. This may in some cases be lik
ened to the firing of a coach who keeps 
having losing seasons. Perhaps the coa
ch seems to have tried and even is 
known to put forth great effort. Never
theless, games are lost; attendance goes 
down; fans demand that something be 
done; and eventually the decision is 
made to terminate the contract. The 
situation is similar in a church when 
the work does not progress as expected.

The staff minister is dismissed. If a 
wrong has been committed that leads 
to such a termination, it may reside 
with the minister whose ineffective
ness might be traced to neglect of re
sponsibility, poor work habits, depres
sion resulting from discouragement, or 
unrest and disinterest in the job for 
whatever reason. Of course, any of the 
"wrongs” might also be traced to the 
church’s failure to provide the staff 
minister adequate supervision and sup
port or to changing situations in the 
working relationships that may be un
avoidable. In such a case the wrong 
committed, if such language is to be 
used, must be shared between the min
ister and those with whom the minister 
works.
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Here again, dismissal should be the 
last resort, used only after every effort 
has been made to correct the causes for 
ineffective performance. When work 
performance continues to be judged un
satisfactory after efforts have been 
made and adequate time for improve
ment allowed, then termination may be 
viewed as the logical solution. The 
wrongs committed over a period of time 
are now viewed as no longer correct
able. The minister needs to move on; 
and the church needs to start over, per
haps with the determination to im
prove the working relationships so that 
better supervision and support will be 
available from the outset when a new 
staff minister is employed.

In some cases, staff ministers are dis
missed when by any objective standard 
the fault may be perceived to be that of 
the pastor or the church. Some pastors 
are known to be "impossible to work 
for,” and staff members are dismissed 
one after another because they fail to 
please. And some churches have been 
known to be "ministers’ graveyards” 
because internal situations exist where 
disruptions are blamed on the pastor or 
staff minister. Ministers become inno
cent victims when they walk in igno
rance into such situations. Or maybe 
they may not be perceived as innocent 
because they failed to make adequate 
inquiry before accepting the job. A 
wrong by both parties was committed 
from the outset because they failed to 
establish an understanding of what was 
to be expected in the work situation, 
unrevealed expectations which were 
unreasonable and impossible to fulfill. 
Ultimate termination in such case 
brings to a close a relationship that 
should never have begun.

Reasons for Forced Terminations
The three situations identified above 
all point to the need to analyze the rea

sons for forced termination. If these can 
be anticipated with a fair degree of ac
curacy, we may be able to discover ways 
of preventing the necessity of forced 
terminations. At least, we can remain 
open to consider this possibility as we 
examine the following ideas.

Faulty staff selection.—"Getting the 
right person on the right job is not so 
easily accomplished,” claimed Leonard 
E. Wedel in his book Building and 
Maintaining a Church Staff.1 This 
book, although published in 1966, con
tains much wisdom for today. Wedel 
shows the importance of establishing 
the right job qualifications and of ex
ploring how well the persons under 
consideration will be able to fit the ex
pectations. Determining how qualified 
persons are before they are hired can 
predict success or failure. When an un
qualified person is placed in a demand
ingjob, failure will probably result. Un
qualified persons are selected despite 
this knowledge.

Through interviews, careful screen
ing of references, objective tests where 
applicable, and careful and prayerful 
judgment, the right choice of a staff 
minister may be made. Expectations 
must be set forth so that surprises will 
not occur when it is too late to alter de
cisions. The minister also must not be 
too quick to accept a position simply out 
of need of employment. Turning down a 
job is far better than accepting a job 
that looks unsatisfactory.

Inadequate employment agree
ments.—Many times churches employ 
individuals without establishing clear
ly defined employment agreements. 
Later misunderstandings develop 
which become the source of friction and 
disrupted relationships. In Church 
Staff Teams That Win Jerry W. Brown 
described the process of "discovering, 
courting, and contracting” the staff 
minister.2 He prefers "covenant” to 
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’’contract” and stresses the importance 
of setting out with clarity the expecta
tions the congregation will have of the 
minister and the expectations the min
ister shall have a right to expect of the 
congregation and of those with whom 
the staff minister will work, especially 
the pastor.

Effective covenants, Brown noted, 
are always two-sided.3 Job descriptions 
are one way of establishing this cove
nant but usually are not adequate to 
describe it fully. Oral agreements made 
in the course of the interview certainly 
help, but a written letter of agreement 
is preferable. Job descriptions need not 
be wooden but documents negotiated in 
light of the church’s needs and the min
ister’s gifts. Such agreements need to 
be renegotiated in light of changing sit
uations that are sure to occur in any 
church. Failing to negotiate a clear and 
acceptable agreement at the outset of 
employment, and to change it as neces
sary, may contribute to unsatisfactory 
job performance or to the minister’s 
discontent. Lack of a satisfactory job 
description can provide the source of 
disruption that leads to dismissal.

Failure in accountability or supervi
sion,—Assuming that acceptable em
ployment agreements are reached, the 
staff minister must be accountable; and 
the supervisor, usually the pastor or 
another staff minister, must provide 
supervision that will contribute to a 
minister’s successful performance. As 
long as a staff works cooperatively and 
harmoniously, the congregation will 
probably appreciate and accept them. 
If friction and disharmony develop, 
members of the congregation tend to 
choose sides. Most terminations from 
multistaffed churches occur only after 
a disruption between the pastor and 
the staff member has emerged. This 
break in interpersonal relationship 
usually can be avoided when the staff 

minister always seeks to be reliably ac
countable, the supervisor provides reg
ular and effective supervision, and 
open communication between supervi
sor and staff minister is maintained.4 
The supervisor’s providing affirmation 
through recognition, appreciation, and 
support, as well as confrontation and 
instruction when correction is re
quired, is of paramount importance.

Misuse of freedom and failure to be 
responsible.—All ministers need to as
sert leadership, exhibit initiative, and 
make decisions—all in the context of 
the freedom and responsibility which 
go with the position. The minister must 
be responsible in the way this freedom 
is exercised. She or he must not make 
commitments in the name of the 
church which do not properly represent 
the church. The minister must not ex
ceed the authority granted. Speaking 
for a congregation when the congrega
tion has not expressed itself is difficult. 
Sometimes when a minister expresses a 
personal opinion, the hearer perceives 
the message as representing the church 
even when no such intention was in 
mind. Some ministers refrain from 
leading lest they err in what they do 
and therefore offend. In reality, the 
minister needs to discover how to exer
cise freedom in a responsible manner. 
A trusting relationship between minis
ter and congregation encourages initia
tive and allows for occasional error. No 
minister should be expected to please 
all the people all the time. But for one 
to refrain from initiative and action 
may mean that few are ever pleased. 
The gross misuse of freedom and fail
ure to be responsible more often leads 
to the dissatisfaction which, if repeated 
often enough, will be a reason for ter
mination of employment.

Changing opinions that become in
compatible.—If correct and acceptable 
staff ministers have been selected when 
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employment first occurred, opinions re
garding theology, educational philoso
phy, and other matters were likely 
compatible with the pastor and congre
gation. As people grow, as situations 
and society change, and as differences 
occur within the membership, opinions 
regarding theology, educational admin
istration, and worship practices may 
become incompatible. Especially may 
this be true with a change in pastoral 
leadership. For this reason some pas
tors have insisted on the right to select 
staff ministers. This also involves the 
pastor’s desire to create vacancies so 
that new choices may be made.

Because of these kinds of practices, 
employment agreements are essential 
which clearly define to whom a staff 
member is accountable. Whenever pos
sible, the staff needs to be employed not 
by a pastor but by a congregation upon 
the recommendation of a personnel 
committee. The staff minister should 
continue to be an employee of the con
gregation when a new pastor comes. 
Even so, staff compatibility regarding 
theology, worship, and management 
style is important. If incompatibility 
becomes too severe, a change in staff is 
almost inevitable. If this change cannot 
be done in an agreeable manner, forced 
termination almost always results, 
with the congregation supporting the 
wishes of the pastor. Even every inten
tion to strive for harmony may be frus
trated by the conscientious convictions 
held by all parties.

Team Ministry
Churches that make use of personnel 
committees have the advantage of lay 
leaders committed to the welfare of the 
total congregation. As this committee 
works to add each new staff minister, 
one major concern will be how well he 
or she fits into the team. Attention will 
be given as to how well one minister’s 

gifts supplement those possessed by the 
pastor and other ministers on the staff. 
Of course, compatibility of personal
ities must be considered. The church 
will look to see how Christian virtues 
are practiced in human relationships. 
Do love, trust, and consideration exist 
among the staff? Are staff members 
mutually helpful or competitive? Can 
they work, play, and pray together? Do 
they learn from one another? Do they 
exhibit fellowship?5

As a denomination Southern Bap
tists have been trying to provide guid
ance in an organized way to developing 
staff relationships only since 1956. In 
that year the Convention in annual ses
sion in Kansas City authorized the ap
pointment of a committee on church-re
lated vocations. In 1957, the office of 
church-related vocations counselor was 
established; and in 1958, the Conven
tion approved a report recognizing the 
practice of churches in ordaining per
sons to ministry roles other than the 
pastorate.6

In more recent years we have ad
vanced the concept of team ministry to 
include all the Christians of a congrega
tion. We are priests to one another. All 
are to be involved in Christ’s ministry. 
We will not always agree because we 
are different. We have diversity of gifts 
as well as diversity of opinions. Our 
common tie results from our union 
with Christ our Lord. This concept of 
team ministry, involving the entire 
congregation under the leadership of 
the team of staff ministers of the 
church, helps preserve a fellowship 
where forced termination of a minister 
is rare.

Terminations: Forced Choice or Consensus?
Terminations of employment with a 
church are sure to occur. Human na
ture, being what it is, causes us to expe
rience situations where forced termina
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tion will be viewed as the best solution 
to a problem. In this section, let us raise 
the alternative of striving for agreeable 
terminations rather than those which 
are forced.

Efforts to reclaim relationships.— 
When has a relationship deteriorated 
to such degree that it cannot be re
deemed? That question must be asked 
before considering termination. Or 
maybe those involved conclude that re
demption of persons can occur but that 
renewed productivity in the work rela
tionship is no longer possible. Staying 
in a relatively unhappy work situation, 
one which no longer produces much 
personal or professional satisfaction, is 
less desirable than seeking a job 
change. Such situations are experi
enced many times, and ministers sim
ply move on when opportunities 
present themselves. If those opportuni
ties do not come in time, the possibility 
of termination becomes a greater 
threat. The appeal here is that rather 
than resort to a dismissal, the pastor 
and personnel committee should make 
every effort to work with the staff min
ister under question redemptively. 
That is what the Christian faith dic
tates. Forgiveness of wrong, renewal of 
commitment, and restoration of insight 
and ability may prove possible in many 
instances. Make these efforts first. Fail
ing success, more drastic actions can 
still be taken.

Adequate warnings—not threats.— 
The work situation and the supervisory 
relationship require that the unsatis
factory employee be told of the situa
tion. The inadequacy of the minister’s 
job performance needs to be identified 
and suggestions for improvement 
made. Offers of help need to be extend
ed. The minister needs to be told that 
the situation cannot continue uncor
rected. Every effort must be made to 
motivate or stimulate the minister to 

produce renewed effort and live up to 
potential. The ultimate consequences 
of failure on the job need to be under
stood but not in the nature of threats 
that produce only greater anxiety. No 
doubt the threat may be reality, but it 
need not be expressed in angry words 
that do convey no sense of support or 
care. If helpful actions are repeated 
and satisfactory improvement is not re
alized, the minister need not be taken 
by surprise when termination occurs.

Opportunity to resign.—When a deci
sion for a staff change has been 
reached, providing the minister an op
portunity to resign generally is best, 
thus bringing about a voluntary termi
nation. Such an action always requires 
that a sufficient period of time is avail
able. Every effort should be made to 
maintain acceptable relationships and 
to provide every reasonable assistance 
to the minister as other work opportu
nities are sought.

A Process for Termination
Concluding that final termination 
must be made, certain questions need 
to be answered.

Whose responsibility?—In most situa
tions the supervisor to whom the minis
ter is accountable should logically be 
the one to inform the minister of the 
termination. Generally this is the pas
tor or one of the other ministers who 
may be assigned supervisory responsi
bility. Some churches may have 
charged the personnel committee with 
all staff ministers in matters related to 
policies, employment, and termination. 
This has the great advantage of remov
ing final decisions on termination to a 
committee. The pastor can be one step 
removed from receiving the blame 
when the dismissal proves unpopular 
with some members of the congrega
tion. If the committee makes the deci
sion, then perhaps the chairperson will 
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join the pastor in the final conference 
with the staff minister who is to be 
terminated.

When is the most appropriate time?— 
One person who was being rebuked for 
having chosen what seemed to some to 
be an inappropriate time responded by 
saying, "There is never a right time to 
fire someone.” Perhaps not. Any time 
chosen might be perceived as inappro
priate to others. But generally a confer
ence will be called late in a day. The 
staff minister will be called to the pas
tor’s office and given the information of 
dismissal. If proper supervision has oc
curred, the minister will not be sur
prised. The action is taken with deep 
regret but with firmness. It is final and 
effective at once.

What other considerations should be 
made?—Church policies should provide 
for adequate termination pay, usually 
from two weeks to sixty days, depend
ing on the circumstances. A check 
should be available at the time of the 
final conference. Personal and profes
sional assistance may be offered if pos
sible. If termination is to occur without 
the possibility of employment refer
ences being available, this information 
should be shared. Consideration may 
need to be given to other employees by 
telling them of the actions taken. They 
may need to be relieved of any unjusti
fied fears regarding their own contin
ued employment.

What redemptive efforts can be 

taken?—Forced terminations are not 
times for anger or argument. They are 
not times to belittle people or to com
pare people to others. They are times 
for concern and kindness to be exhibit
ed. The employee needs time to talk if 
he or she desires. Even though the se
vere action of dismissal occurs, every 
effort should be made to allow the em
ployee’s goodwill for the church to 
continue.

Redemption within the church 
should be sought as well. Forced termi
nation of a staff minister probably will 
never please everyone. Without reveal
ing that which should be kept confiden
tial, the church will need to be told of 
the dismissal with a brief, factual ex
planation. Any tendencies to assess 
blame and to gather into factional 
groups should be discouraged. The deci
sion leading to the termination has 
been made to help the church rather 
than to hurt it. Try to preserve the fel
lowship and to prepare for what is in
tended to be a better day.

‘Leonard E. Wedel, Building and Maintaining a Church Staff 
(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1966), 3.

2Jerry W. Brown, Church Staff Teams That Win (Nashville: 
Convention Press, 1979), 57-65.

3Ibid., 63.
4In addition to Wedel’s and Brown’s books, help in this area can 

be found in W. L. Howse, The Church Staff and Its Work (Nash
ville: Broadman Press, 1959). These may be supplemented by oth
er more current sources, from both religious and secular fields, 
which deal with interpersonal relationships and the process of 
supervision.

’Brown’s chapters on "Building the Team Spirit” and "Manag
ing the Team’s Mission” will prove helpful.

eHowse, 155-57.
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Ethical Factors 
in Forced Termination
LEE MORRIS

"They asked me at work if I felt what 
I’m doing is right. I’m proud of what 
I’m doing!” Thus spoke a deacon in a 
business meeting where several like
minded members came without notice 
to vote the pulpit vacant.

"I think I sensed the presence of the 
demonic in that meeting tonight,” said 
the aggrieved wife of the pastor who 
was terminated by the surprise vote.

As these statements clearly indicate, 
our sense of right and wrong in forced 
terminations of ministers is alive and 
present. I know. I was that terminated 
pastor. When a majority of this church, 
upon recommendation of the deacons, 
declared this action null and void a 
month later in a preannounced busi
ness meeting, many members’ sense of 
right and wrong on both sides was in
censed beyond fair-minded delibera
tion, much less loving reconciliation. 
Though I was voted back in a month af
ter being voted out, the opposing mem
bers would never have allowed me to be 
their pastor, nor would they ever have 
enjoyed full fellowship with my sup
porters. I resigned two weeks later. Af
ter discussions in special meetings over 
several weeks in search of satisfaction 
for their deep sense of betrayal, many 
of the supportive members moved their 
membership to other churches. Those 
who remained have since taken delib
erate actions to provide for fair adjudi
cation for their ministers.

From the perspective of the objective 
observation of a consultant to the per
spective of the victimized minister and 

family, ethics—our sense of right and 
wrong and our exercise thereof—plays 
a primary part in forced terminations.

What can inform our sense of right 
and wrong in forced terminations? How 
can both minister and church find their 
way through the maze of heated emo
tions, extremist thinking, case-building 
rhetoric, "problem people,” "problem 
ministers,” and surprise ploys toward a 
mutually fair settlement?

For Baptists the Bible serves as the 
primary source for ethics in all things. 
The New Testament is especially rele
vant to forced terminations, with its 
references to church conflicts (see Acts 
15), terminated ministers (e.g., Paul’s 
rejecting John Mark, see Acts 15:36- 
40), and "problem people” (e.g., Dio- 
trephes, see 3 John 9-10). While the 
New Testament does not "set forth in 
any full or systematic way the constitu
tion of the church or the methods of its 
work,”1 it does yield helpful ethical 
guidelines which could help inform and 
direct many minister-church conflicts. 
Brooks Faulkner said that the "biblical 
guide to authority gives sufficient evi
dence that the Scriptures are adequate 
to meet the critical issues of any prob
lem in the church.”2

The following biblical guidelines and 
principles seem to be most relative to 
forced termination.

The Bible demands reverence for the 
minister and the church.—Like the 
prophets of the Old Testament, minis
ters are called "with a holy calling.” 
The Holy Spirit bequeaths their gifts; 

50 Search



their moral and spiritual qualities are 
to be obvious to the church; no ordained 
person should be a recent convert or be 
hastily ordained; they deserve a re
spectful following; they are account
able to God (see 1 Cor. 4:1-7; 12:4-30; 2 
Cor. 4—5; 1 Tim. 3:1-7; 5:17-22; 6:11-14; 
2 Tim. 1:6-9,11; 2:15,24-26; Titus 1:5-16; 
Heb. 13:7-17). In contrast, false proph
ets and teachers are to be tested and re
proved; and if not repentant, they are 
to be rejected and shunned until they 
turn to the truth (see Mark 13:22; 2 Pet. 
2:1-3; 1 John 4:1; 2 Cor. 11:13-15; Gal. 2; 
2 Tim. 2:25-26; 3:1-9).

A church should seek to be prayerful, 
patient, and supportive of its ministers. 
Ministers of my childhood used to say, 
"Be hesitant to lift your hand 'against 
the Lord’s anointed’ ” (1 Sam. 26:9). 
Though this shows David’s respect for 
Saul as the anointed, the prophet was 
also one of the anointed (see Isa. 61:1, 
quoted by Jesus in Luke 4).

Likewise, ministers should love the 
church as if it were the presence of 
Christ. Ministers must never use a 
church as a steppng-stone toward 
greater "success,” reduce a church to a 
platform for egoistic showmanship, 
turn the church into a business for prof
it, or sponge up the church’s affection 
to meet neurotic needs.

Church members should respect and 
care for God’s chosen instruments. 
They should also earnestly search the 
mind of Christ to discover what they 
must do to be the church in the world 
today. To respond to the call of God to 
be the church and then to adapt to our 
provincial culture invites God’s 
condemnation.

J. Herbert Gilmore resigned from his 
church because they refused to receive 
blacks as members. In his farewell ser
mon he declared: "Is it more fearful to 
be split now by the weakness of man or 
to be sifted for eternity by the judg

ments of God? I have been concerned as 
to what will happen at the Day of Judg
ment if we do not the truth.”3

Practice loving forthrightness and 
communication in relationships.—Our 
Lord taught His followers to say what 
needed to be said simply and with in
tegrity (see Matt. 5:34-37). Jesus taught 
that if we are at worship and remember 
that a brother has something against 
us we should leave our gift at the altar 
and go be reconciled with him and then 
come back to offer our gift to God (see 
Matt. 5:23-24). Jesus taught that when 
another sins against us we cannot in
dulge the emotional game of "look how 
somebody wronged me” to justify or ex
alt ourselves. We must care for the of
fending one enough to keep our hurt 
private. We must tell him of this of
fense, for he may not even realize what 
he has done. Then if he does not receive 
our loving offer to be reconciled, we are 
to take a witness or two for confirma
tion of our effort. If this second effort is 
not fruitful, then we may go public and 
tell the church for the corporate benefit 
of the believers. If the offender "refuses 
to listen even to the church, let him be 
to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” 
(Matt. 18:15-17, RSV).4

Paul taught that church members 
must abhor all deceit and sham and 
practice honesty and openness:

Putting away falsehood, let every one 
speak the truth with his neighbor, for 
we are members one of another. Be 
angry but do not sin; do not let the sun 
go down on your anger, and give no 
opportunity to the devil. . . . Let no 
evil talk come out of your mouths, but 
only such as is good for edifying, as 
fits the occasion, that it may impart 
grace to those who hear. And do not 
grieve the Holy Spirit of God, in 
whom you were sealed for the day of 
redemption. Let all bitterness and 
wrath and anger and clamor and slan
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der be put away from you, with all 
malice, and be kind one to another, 
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, 
as God in Christ forgave you (Eph. 
4:25-27,29-32, RSV).

Paul taught that as "we all, with un
veiled face, beholding the glory of the 
Lord, are being changed into his like
ness,” we should likewise renounce 
"disgraceful, underhanded ways, . . . 
refuse to practice cunning . . . , but by 
the open statement of the truth we 
would commend ourselves to every 
man’s conscience in the sight of God” (2 
Cor. 3:18; 4:2, RSV). Further, "with all 
lowliness and meekness, with patience, 
forbearing one another in love, eager to 
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace” (Eph. 4:2-3,15, RSV), we 
are ever to speak the truth in love.

In light of these guidelines, what of
fense might our Lord and Paul take to 
parking-lot ploys to oust the minister; 
secret meetings "to pray for our 
church”; organized telephone cam
paigns to muster votes; surprise block 
attendance at business meetings with 
prepared motions and seconds; minis
ters manipulating committees with 
veiled comments; or a staff minister’s 
maneuvering behind another’s back?

A minister of music shared with me 
his termination story. He had led the 
opening hymn at prayer meeting and 
was sitting down when the chairman of 
the personnel committee handed him 
an envelope. He opened it and read that 
the committee had voted for him to re
sign by the next month! This was the 
first he had heard of any dissatisfac
tion; in fact, the wife of the chairman 
had just recently told the minister’s 
wife that they were appreciated and 
should plan to stay a long while!

As a positive exercise of the principle 
of loving forthrightness, congregations 
could well turn much conflict into cre
ative growth, says G. Douglass Lewis.5 

Congregations and ministers should re
alistically accept the inevitability of 
conflict, establish an "early warning 
system” (e.g., structured feedback to 
the minister, regular reviews of the 
minister’s work) to detect a potentially 
destructive conflict and to establish a 
procedure to deal with such a conflict 
as it arises. In recent years some de
nominational groups have heard the 
cry for help from ministers and church
es and are now seeking to provide more 
help in times of conflict. Let us all 
strive with Edward B. Bratcher for the 
day to pass when "ex-pastors feel they 
have been betrayed by the church sys
tem which recruited them on flimsy 
grounds, trained them inadequately, 
placed them unwisely, gave them cour
age to preach prophetically, then 
proved unwilling or unable to help 
them in trouble and let them go with 
scarcely an afterthought.”6

Understand the issues before under
taking any course of action.—What 
could be more biblically fundamental 
than that greater insight leads us to 
greater responsibleness? Hosea cried, 
"My people are destroyed for lack of 
knowledge [of Yahweh, the spirituality 
God evokes]; because you have rejected 
knowledge, I reject you from being a 
priest to me” (Hos. 4:6, RSV).

As a boy Jesus experienced normal 
developmental tasks as He "increased 
in wisdom and in stature, and in favor 
with God and man” (Luke 2:52, RSV). 
He was 30 years old before He began 
His public ministry. He fasted and 
prayed for 40 days in the wilderness be
fore He began to preach repentance for 
the coming kingdom of God. Then Jesus 
taught His apostles for about three 
years before He began to talk about 
their becoming a church (see Matt. 
16:13-20). Only after He "presented 
himself alive after his passion by many 
proofs, appearing to them during forty 
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days, and speaking of the kingdom of 
God” (Acts 1:3, RSV) did He commis
sion them to minister in the world (see 
Matt. 28:19). Jesus practiced His own 
teaching that one does not build a tow
er without studiously assessing the 
cost, that a king does not go to battle 
until he has taken counsel whether his 
forces are adequate or whether he 
should send an ambassador to ask for 
terms of peace (see Luke 14:28-33).

Paul, though brilliant and educated 
under Gamaliel in Jerusalem, went 
away after his dramatic conversion 
into Arabia, and then came back to Da
mascus, spending three years in pri
vate reflection before consulting with 
the apostles (see Gal. 1:17-18). He did 
not begin his ministry as a missionary 
until he consulted with the apostles in 
Jerusalem; spent time in his native 
Tarsus; and then, under the sponsor
ship of Barnabas, worked for a year in 
Antioch, plus some additional time in 
Jerusalem (see Acts 11:25—13:3). Paul 
knew the meaning of: "Do your best to 
present yourself to God as one ap
proved, a workman who has no need to 
be ashamed, rightly handling the word 
of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15, RSV).

Regarding church-minister relation
ships, this principle has great possibili
ties. Edward Bratcher said: "The key is 
negotiation. However, there can be no 
negotiation where there is no under
standing of the church and its ministry. 
. . . When both clergy and laity have a 
clear understanding of what they are 
about they can avoid destructive con
flict by relating to each other with an 
attitude open to negotiation.”7

Brooks Faulkner called such a pur
suit "Retraining: the Ultimate Op
tion”; that is, instead of the minister’s 
resigning or the church’s firing him or 
her, both can opt for retraining.8 Faulk
ner outlined a weekend retreat for pas
tor and deacons. Other staff ministers 

and groups such as the Church Council 
might also benefit from such a retreat. 
Its success will quickly permeate the 
entire church.

The theme of the retreat is "Our 
Church Sharing the Ministry of 
Christ.” Its aim is for the pastor and 
deacons to gain a fuller grasp and ap
preciation of the other’s perspectives 
and to find more mutuality and ave
nues pursuant to increased shared min
istry. The suggested topics for the 
workshop are: (1) the mission of the 
church/mission of the pastor; (2) basic 
biblical beliefs of the church/basic bib
lical beliefs of the pastor; (3) authority 
in the church/pastoral authority; (4) 
the church organization/ pastoral orga
nization; (5) spiritual growth in the 
church/spiritual growth of the pastor. 
Dialogue is also scheduled on how to 
blend and strengthen the church’s and 
pastor’s perspectives in their given 
time and situation. After the pastor 
shares his own spiritual growth, the 
agenda leads into a deacon-pastor dis
cussion of questions intended to aid fel
lowship and shared ministry:

(1) What can we do together to help 
our church get a better focus on the 
mission of Christ for our community?
(2) In what ways can we better pattern 
the life of Christ to the membership of 
our church? (3) In what specific activi
ties can we take the findings of this re
treat back to the entire membership 
of our church? (Ask members of the 
deacon body to discuss ways that visi
tation or training activities can help 
solidify the body of the church.) (4) 
What can we do to resolve the differ
ences and take advantage of the simi
larities of the ministry of the deacons 
and the pastor?9
Follow-up sessions between pastor 

and deacons and in turn with the 
church may grow out of such a work
shop and may become regular events 
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each year. Such efforts should optimize 
the potential for resolution between 
pastor and church. If differences re
main too diverse, both can have the sat
isfaction of knowing they mutually 
sought greater understanding of minis
try together.

We insist on "the age of accountabil
ity” for children before considering 
them responsible to make a profession 
of faith. We ask persons to be certain 
they are called of God before we lay 
hands on them. Should we not also ex
pect the fullest understanding of the 
church to inform decisions relative to 
minister-church disputes? Sadly I ob
serve that for many minister-church 
conflicts Jesus’ prayer on the cross for 
His executioners is apropos: "Father, 
forgive them; for they know not what 
they do” (Luke 23:34).

Another ethical directive from Scrip
ture is agape.—Usually translated as 
"love,” agape is "the characteristic 
word of Christianity.”10 The agape of 
God prompted His redemptive revela
tion in Jesus Christ "while we were yet 
sinners,” (Rom. 5:8) unmeriting and un
able to achieve His magnanimous favor 
(see John 3:16). Without any distract
ing entanglement of emotions (e.g., lik
ing or disliking), without any demand 
for merit, without any manipulation 
for gain, without any expectation of ob
ligating, agape ever wills and seeks the 
greatest good of the other.

Jesus anticipated conflicts when He 
used agape to instruct His followers, 
"Love your enemies and pray for those 
who persecute you” (Matt. 5:44, RSV). 
Paul’s great love chapter (1 Cor. 13), 
which describes agape, addresses a ma
jor destructive church conflict! The 
church at Corinth consisted of "babes 
in Christ” who were "still of the flesh,” 
manifested especially in divisions ac
cording to favorite preachers, irrever
ence at the Lord’s Supper/agape meal, 

and their exercise of gifts of the Spirit 
without regard for order, clarity, and 
the edification of the whole body (see 1 
Cor. 3:1-9; 11:17-34; 12—14). "Make 
love your aim,” Paul concluded, and 
"earnestly desire the spiritual gifts” 
(14:1, RSV), for all "to excel in building 
up the church” (14:12, RSV).

Agape is not surface sweetness or 
passive lack of concern. Agape prompts 
adhesive relatedness, concerned en
gagement, caring confrontation. Agape 
prompts us to exercise patience, seek 
proper timing, and be humbly willing 
to be judged by the same perspectives 
with which we judge, lest we seek to re
move a speck from another’s eye with
out seeing the plank in our own (see 
Matt. 7:1-5), lest "after preaching to 
others [we] should be disqualified”(l 
Cor. 9:27, RSV), lest we too "be tempt
ed” (Gal. 6:1, RSV). But however vul
nerable we ourselves become, agape 
must sometimes become what counsel
ors call "tough love,” an exercise of un
guarded care.

Paul exercised agape toward the con- 
flictual Corinthians when he cared 
enough for them to risk being called a 
fool (see 2 Cor. 11:16-19). He confronted 
the church regarding their "jealousy 
and strife” in factionalism (1 Cor. 3:3-4, 
RSV) and immorality (see 1 Cor. 5:1, 
RSV). Paul used these occasions to ex
plain the nature of the ministry and to 
show how no one should boast but 
should try to be more Christlike.

Corinthian problems continue in 
churches today, but many ministers do 
not have enough of Paul’s agape or 
sense of authority from Christ or ego 
strength or all three to respond as Paul 
did. Samuel Southard appealed for the 
recovery of such pastoral authority. He 
stated that ministers are "transmitters 
of a sacred tradition, the teachers of the 
church, the representatives of God,” 
and thus bear authority. He noted that 
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Christianity is an authoritative reli
gion with key words like submit, obey, 
and surrender and that our Bible con
tains direct commands for obedience 
not only to God (see Acts 5:29; 2 Cor. 
10:5) but also to leaders of the church 
(see 1 Thess. 5:12; Rom. 16:17,19; Heb. 
13:17). Southard affirmed: "The mod
ern minister has inherited this role, 
and he cannot easily relieve himself of 
it. As a spiritual authority he is ex
pected to be an evaluator of behavior, 
an upholder of standards, a mediator of 
godly acceptance or judgment.”12 
Southard’s book developed the nature 
and exercise of this pastoral authority. 
A helpful chapter, "Church Disci
pline,” contains a composite example of 
the responsible exercise of pastoral au
thority and the suspension of two 
chronic "trouble makers” who were 
like Diotrephes, "who likes to put him
self first, [and] does not acknowledge 
my authority” (3 John 9). Theretofore 
the ministers had passively given in to 
try to keep peace, eventually resigning 
in frustration. The present and future 
ministers and members will now serve 
in great peace and joy.13 How many 
other forced or pressured terminations 
might be avoided if Diotrepheses were 
thus called to account?

Agape must likewise motivate 
churches when they must hold their 
ministers accountable and sometimes 
terminate them. Obvious grounds for 
termination are immorality, dishones
ty, prevailing incompetence, heresy or 
doctrinal unsoundness, or failure to 
demonstrate the basic scriptural quali
fications of a minister (see 1 Tim. 3:1-7; 
Titus 1:5-9). Edward Bratcher reported: 
"I find more cases of underused author
ity in churches than I do of overused or 
misused. Churches that take two to 
three years to fire a pastor do not help 
themselves or the pastors they 
dismiss.”14

While he does not prescribe a time 
period, Brooks Faulkner does recom
mend certain "questions to ask before 
action.”15 These questions aid the 
church in assessing whether their min
ister is: (1) emotionally disturbed, (2) 
burned out; (3) having family stress; (4) 
having entrance (first three to five 
years), exit (near retirement), or mid
career stress; or (5) financial stress. If 
any of these pertain, the church should 
do unto their minister as they would 
have their employer do unto them. 
Treat the minister as a family member, 
for so he or she is—the "household of 
God” (Eph. 2:19).

However, if these efforts to heal the 
"wounded healer”17 do not result in a 
satisfactory working relationship be
tween minister and church, enlist a me
diator trusted by both minister and 
church who will hear both sides, make 
suggestions, and aid negotiations.18 My 
personal experience prompts me to sug
gest a specialist the Sunday School 
Board can provide or recommend.

But sometimes a situation is hope
less. A representative group will not 
negotiate but inflicts perpetual pain. 
The minister’s family is suffering. The 
conflict is an embarrassment to the 
church in the community. The minister 
and/or opposition is using his/their 
platform(s) for vindictive attacks. Ter
mination is inevitable.

Faulkner recommended steps to opti
mize redemptiveness and minimize 
pain in termination.

1. Give the minister an opportunity 
to resign. By resigning, the minister 
may be able to offset further polariza
tion of members and preserve his own 
dignity. The time allowed to lapse be
fore the resignation will vary according 
to the situation—probably the greater 
the opposition, the shorter the time. If 
possible, enough time to relocate is ide
al for the minister and might show good 
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faith on the part of the opposition and 
perhaps begin to heal the fellowship. 
However, other arrangements are pos
sible. For example, one college-related 
church and pastor negotiated his resig
nation. He was given a paid sabbatical 
year for study. Shortly after his study 
he was able to relocate.

2. If the minister refuses to resign 
and forces the church to vote, the per
sonnel committee or other group 
should take care to follow the church’s 
bylaws or established guidelines for 
such votes, communicate when and 
how the vote will be taken, and allow 
ample time for the church to consider 
the matter. Announcements should be 
public, probably printed and mailed to 
each member. Two weeks is adequate 
time for members to be notified and to 
consider the matter.

3. If the minister is voted out, the 
church should exercise agape toward 
him and the family by continuing the 
salary and housing for a minimum of 
four months or until relocation occurs. 
Insurance benefits should continue for 
at least six months.

4. Ask the minister to relinquish all 
services except for needed consultation.

5. Ask the minister to return to the 
church all keys, credit cards, and other 
church property.

6. Help the minister with moving 
expenses.20

7. Find a way to affirm the minister. I 
was greatly affirmed when I resigned 
my troubled pastorate when supporters 
saw to it that the records show I had 
two-thirds majority support and a com
mittee solicited the names of all sup
porters for a petition of commendation. 
Perhaps most churches can find some 
way to commend their terminated min
ister to possible future employers. Per
haps the director of missions or other 
ministers in the association could do 
likewise.

8. Encourage the minister to seek 
support.—The church can encourage 
this through financial aid. Denomina
tional agencies can inform the termi
nated minister about available work
shops or retreats and trained 
counselors. Several of these are listed 
in Louis McBurney’s Counseling Chris
tian Workers.21 The Church Staff Sup
port Section, Church Administration 
Department, Sunday School Board, can 
recommend any number of workshops, 
consultants, counselors, and materials.

Another ethical guideline is to resist 
using the secular legal system to settle 
disputes in the church.—’'Appeal to 
Caesar” only in extreme cases and only 
as a last resort for justice.

While I was in the throes of conflict 
in my previous position as pastor, I 
shared my concerns with a pastor 
friend in town. He told me: "I’d sue 
them in a minute! I will sue anybody in 
the church who tries to assassinate my 
character and defame my good name! 
My ministry depends on my good stand
ing in the church and community. I’ll 
go to court to protect that if I must! Be
sides, that’s the only thing some people 
will respect!”

I had never thought of such a re
course. However, some of my more vo
cal supporters in the church, accus
tomed as they were to labor
management disputes, urged me to 
bring suit against my accusers. They 
would pay the legal fees! I felt gratified 
by this gracious gesture. I talked it over 
with my wife, and we grew curious 
about what legalities might be in
volved. I mused, "If it hurts so bad, 
there ought to be a law against it!”

I inquired privately of a lawyer in my 
pastor-friend’s church. After listening 
to my situation, he believed I had a case 
but recommended that I consider suing 
only if the criticisms were so defama
tory as to hinder my further employ
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ment. Since I was under consideration 
for two other positions, the lawyer ad
vised me to wait to see if my market
ability would be damaged.

I confess that I felt rage and at times 
the urge for revenge, each frustrated 
for lack of any ethically justifiable sat
isfaction. Why not sue? If my opposi
tion were receiving this from their sec
ular employers, wouldn’t they sue? One 
primary reason I did not seriously con
sider suing is the New Testament 
teaching regarding the church’s using 
secular courts.

One passage is in the Sermon on the 
Mount (see Matt. 5:25-26). Jesus spoke 
about anger and estrangement among 
Christians. He urged speedy reconcilia
tion. Even if two disputing brothers are 
en route to the local Jewish "council of 
elders” to present their case, the ac
cused should make friends quickly with 
the accuser lest the accuser hand the 
accused over to the judge, the judge to 
the guard, and the guard to the prison 
where "you will never get out till you 
have paid the last penny” (5:26, RSV). 
This is practical counsel: Foresee the 
possibility that your accuser could win 
the case! The theological rational must 
have been that citizens of His kingdom 
live under their Abba Father and work 
things out themselves as spiritual chil
dren (see Matt. 18:15-17).

The second passage dealing with the 
secular court is in Paul’s first letter to 
the factionalized church at Corinth (see 
1 Cor. 6:1-7). The Greeks could well 
have brought their passion for litiga
tion into the church, while Paul with 
his Jewish-theocratic background 
could have had a strong aversion to sec
ular courts. Paul’s concept of reconcili
ation with God through Christ no doubt 
also heightened his faith that those rec
onciled by Christ should be able to rec
oncile their differences without secular 
litigation. Paul argued: It is better to 

settle church disputes before the saints 
of the church than to expect justice 
from the unrighteous of the civil court. 
Besides, the saints will judge the secu
lar world in the coming messianic age- 
—surely they should be able to settle 
comparatively trivial differences 
among themselves! Even more convinc
ing is Paul’s reasoning that if the saints 
are to judge even the angels, the high
est of God’s created beings, then human 
issues should be a snap! Paul also in
quired whether the church had no one 
wise enough to arbitrate between the 
disputing Corinthians?

Having lawsuits spells defeat for the 
Christian. So Paul concluded: "Why 
not rather suffer wrong? Why not rath
er be defrauded?” (1 Cor. 6:7, RSV). 
Paul’s argument leaves no doubt that 
he objected to the Corinthians’ resort
ing to secular litigation—factional; con- 
flictual; argumentative; and in need of 
neutral, objective arbitration though 
they were. Though Paul did not give 
them a specific plan for dealing with 
conflict, he had faith that they could 
with agape settle their disputes with in
church arbitration.

The final passage relative to secular 
courts also involves Paul some years af
ter his Corinthian correspondence (see 
Acts 25:1-12). Paul appealed to Caesar! 
He was accused by the Jews in Jerusa
lem of heresy, sacrilege, and sedition; 
and the Roman governor Felix kept 
him under guard at Caesarea for two 
years. When Festus succeeded Felix, 
the Jews immediately appealed to him 
to bring Paul to Jerusalem for trial, 
planning all the while to kill him on the 
way. Festus decided to hear his case in 
Caesarea with the Jews from Jerusa
lem present. Then came one of the most 
dramatic scenes in the New Testament. 
Desiring to please the Jews, which he 
failed to do and was withdrawn by Cae
sar, Festus asked Paul: "Do you wish to 
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go up to Jerusalem, and there be tried 
on these charges before me?” (v. 9, 
RSV). But Paul, himself a Roman citi
zen and aware of his rights, answered: 
"I am standing before Caesar’s tribu
nal, where I ought to be tried; to the 
Jews I have done no wrong, as you 
know very well. If then I am a wrongdo
er, and have committed anything for 
which I deserve to diё, I do not seek to 
escape death; but if there is nothing in 
their charges against me, no one can 
give me up to them. I appeal to Caesar” 
(w. 10-11, RSV). So to Caesar Paul 
went—and to his death!

What practical guidelines can these 
three passages yield for present minis
ter-church conflicts?

1. Exhaust every resource within the 
church and denomination to settle the 
dispute. Not to do so admits grievous 
failure. If a hearing of the case by a 
body outside the church is sought, let it 
be done by mature representatives 
from churches in the association.

2. Only when all else has failed and 
only in cases in which the minister’s 
employability as a minister is seriously 
damaged or delayed (six to twelve 
months) and the church has not ade
quately provided for his/her needs 
upon termination should the minister 
consider an "appeal to Caesar.”

3. The minister should take care that 
vindictiveness and revenge are not his 
motivation for litigation, though cer
tainly anger and an offended sense of 
justice and reverence are appropriate. 
Allow for a cooling-off period, and 
share feelings and options with objec
tive peers or experienced specialists.

4. A civil suit may well exacerbate 
the accusations against the minister. 
Remember where Paul’s appeal led 
him! The suit will mark the minister as 
a "problem preacher.”

5. Realize that the suit may seriously 
damage the witness of the church as 

well as the reputation of Christians on 
both sides of the issue. Sometimes beat
ing a fire to put it out will only spread 
it!

These same guidelines, of course, ap
ply to the church’s suing the minister 
or to members’ suing members.

Baptists from our beginning have ad
vocated the separation of church and 
state. If we appeal to Caesar, are we not 
thereby abdicating this position? Also, 
if we appeal to Caesar, how long will it 
be before Caesar appeals to the 
church—to "render unto Caesar what 
belongs to Caesar and to God what be
longs to God,” with Caesar deciding 
what is whose?

Our sense of right and wrong is keen 
in forced terminations; and being fair is 
a challenge for all involved. Thanks be 
to God if my experience and this essay 
will in any way aid ministers and 
churches in meeting their challenge.
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God’s Ragtag Army
WILLIAM C. TREADWELL

"God’s Rag Tag Army” is the title of a 
delightful essay that playfully yet pro
foundly deals with the march of God’s 
church through history. Writer Martin 
Bell captured the idea that the church 
is not the efficient, precise, well-orga
nized, clear-focused unit that most ar
mies would like to be.1

Churches parallel the human body in 
many ways. Few human bodies are per
fect. We may be in good shape in most 
areas of life and yet have a toothache or 
a tennis elbow which affects the way 
the rest of our body feels. Somehow 
tooth trouble seems to take our atten
tion away from all our other blessings.

Churches are seldom totally un
healthy or healthy. What is important 
is the prevailing mission of a congrega
tion. Any serious look at the mission of 
church includes a look at Acts 2. There 
missions, diversity, multiministry, con
gregational development, and commu
nity are all crucial. Healthy churches 
understand God’s intention for the 
church.

With the resurrection of Jesus the 
Christ the people of God became the 
incarnate presence of the Son of God 
in human history through the in
dwelling of the Holy Spirit. The life, 
ministry, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus continue in the world as they 
are lived out in the lives of his follow
ers. Conflict can be constructively en
countered in our history as Spirit-led 
disciples take unto themselves the 
cross of their Lord (Luke 9:23).
In daily obedience sharing his suffer
ing, the contemporary ministry of the 
church is to become the agent of rec
onciliation by bearing within its com

munity the conflicts of the world. As 
Jesus Christ became the great recon
ciler of creation, so we are called to be 
ministers of reconciliation (2 Cor. 
5:16-20.2
The struggle to be God’s people is dif

ficult yet exciting. James S. Stewart in 
a powerful sermon, "Why Go to 
Church,” declared that the church is a 
spiritual fellowship, ... an immortal 
fellowship, a divine fellowship, and a 
redeeming fellowship.3

Healthy churches know what God 
has called them to do. In a healthy 
church worship is alive. We meet God 
week after week in a special way. Often 
something happens—we leave worship 
under conviction with new insight and 
desire to know more about God and 
more about the mission of life for the 
believer and for ourselves.

In the healthy church, Christian edu
cation develops disciples. We need 
more specific understanding about our 
encounter with God; we need to under
stand how our experience relates to the 
faith story in the Bible; and we want to 
know how we should express our obedi
ence in faith. Christian education is 
more than, but certainly inclusive of, 
skill development for the believer. God 
has called us to this task. Christian edu
cation enables us to explore and inter
pret that call in light of our experience, 
gifts, and strength. We find strength 
and support from others in the Chris
tian community, and Christian educa
tion allows and encourages us to focus 
and sharpen our gifts for service. 
Healthy churches mean Christian edu
cational opportunities that are spiri
tual, challenging, and open.
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Healthy churches consistently devel
op and train leaders who are well-in
formed, well-received, even well-liked. 
These leaders are both professional and 
volunteers, and they make up much of 
God’s "ragtag” army.

Healthy churches have accepted 
their call, understand their values and 
where their authority is found. They 
shape their mission intention between 
the biblical message and the culture 
they serve. These churches are highly 
diverse because our culture is diverse. 
They boldly work on acceptance and re
spect as tools of ministry.

A healthy church is not a personality 
cult, following blindly a popular or 
powerful leader; but healthy churches 
share the governing of the church and 
the activities of ministry with every
one. Findley Edge taught us that 
healthy churches have the right people 
doing the right things. He taught that 
the church members are the ministers 
and the pastor and staff are player
coaches and medics who help those who 
are battered, discouraged, wounded, 
and worn out. In healthy churches the 
people are so committed to God that the 
purpose of their lives is involved in the 
redemptive mission which God is work
ing out in the world, thus they give 
their lives to be instruments of what 
God is seeking to do in the world.4

A healthy church will not overesti
mate its resources; for, like a family 
that is too far in debt, everything focus
es on money and the joy of family life is 
gone. In a church energy is depleted, vi
sion becomes blurred, and the message 
becomes one issue—raise the money. In 
this sense healthy churches see the in
stitution as functional. Lyle Schaller 
warned us, "The most subversive force 
in the local church today is institution
al blight.”5 The institutional church is 
always in tension with the New Testa
ment church. Institutions by their na

ture are self-serving and protective of 
themselves. They call for more energy, 
money, and safety each year to meet 
their needs for preservation. God calls 
the church to give itself away in service 
to others. That creates tension in the 
church, often expressed in such terms 
as air conditioners versus world hunger 
or choir trips versus building a mission.

A healthy church evaluates itself in 
light of the biblical revelation, check
ing on its ministry in light of its pur
pose. In light of this evaluation, 
healthy churches develop a balanced 
sense of life, almost a sense of humor, 
being able lovingly to face the truth. 
The healthy church is free and happy 
in the deepest sense of acceptance. We 
know God knows His church will never 
be perfect; we know He accepts and 
loves us as we are; and in this aware
ness of love we work and serve in grati
tude. Healthy churches know how to 
face imperfection and failure and can 
and will forgive.

Let me tell you a story of a church on 
the eastern seaboard—a small, rural 
church always led by student pastors. 
As in most churches like this, the pas
tors changed more often than did the 
local church officers.

For several years Mary had been the 
church treasurer. Then a young pastor 
with an inclination toward bookkeep
ing came to the church who said that he 
felt something was wrong with the fi
nances of the church. Church officers 
discovered that Mary had been taking a 
small but regular amount of money 
from the offering each week.

She came before the congregation in 
tears, confessed, named the rather 
large amount of money she had taken 
by her small, weekly thefts. She told of 
her guilt, her shame, her embarrass
ment, and asked to be forgiven; she said 
she would repay the debt as rapidly as 
possible. After a moment of silence, a 
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farmer, sun-baked, tall and proud, rose 
and said, "I move that Mary repay the 
sum plus interest to the church and 
that nothing more be said about it!”

Mary worked on her debt month by 
month through the years. She stayed in 
the church with the people who knew, 
accepted, and loved her. A healthy 
church knows that conflict is inevita
ble. Conflict and change go hand in 
hand. Change begets conflict; conflict 
begets change. Our task is to use the en
ergy and insight of issues which matter 
(People are not conflictual if they don’t 
care.) to move us toward greater Chris
tian intimacy and missions. Larry 
McSwain said:

Is conflict [in the church] necessary? 
Yes, because sin has made its impres
sion upon all persons. Must it be so 
prevalent in the church? Yes, for the 
church is a community of sinners be
ing saved by grace. It has not yet been 
redeemed into God’s future kingdom. 
Must I deal with conflict as a part of 
my commitment to God’s church? 
Yes, for any ministry of reconciliation 
assumes persons in need of reconcilia
tion. If people refuse to recognize and 
deal with conflict, there can be no 
reconciliation.6
Healthy churches have systems to 

help them intervene in the lives of 
those who are destructive to them
selves and others. Unhealthy churches 
either do not have or do not use such 
systems.

Conflict must be acknowledged to 
deal with it in a healthy way. Denial is 
the refusal to acknowledge that conflict 
exists or to decide that it soon will go 
away. Making that decision without an
alyzing the data is a sure way to have 
trouble. We must be sure that our as
sumptions about conflict are true.

Many ministers are surprised when 
tensions erupt. By the time two or three 
deacons bring a complaint to a formal 

group, you can usually assume that the 
issue has been discussed in small 
groups, classes, or other less formal sit
uations. I call that the iceberg 
syndrome.

Sailors know that the visible tip of 
the iceberg is not the most dangerous; 
the mass beneath the surface is the un
known danger. When conflict or dissat
isfaction arises, church leaders must 
listen and explore the issue before the 
rest of the congregation becomes in
volved. We need conversation more 
than we need confrontation.

The conflict-management process is 
one system a healthy church can use.

Regardless of the source of a given 
conflict, there are stages of develop
ment through which it passes. Under
standing this process is the beginning 
point of learning how to minister in 
its midst.... The elements of this pro
cess are:
Assumptions.—In every conflict situ
ation the persons involved have a set 
of assumptions about conflict, what to 
do in conflict, and how conflict should 
be settled.
Context.—There is a particular set
ting in which conflict occurs. Some 
contexts produce more conflict than 
others. The symbol of context in this 
process is triangular, for there are 
three aspects to any context. These 
are the prior experiences of those in 
conflict, the quality of human rela
tionships between them, and the poli
cies of the structures within which 
they function.
Events.—Conflict events are those oc
currences which bring to public 
awareness the fact of conflict. A fight 
may "brew” for a long time before 
anyone knows it is developing. When 
a divorce is announced, a church split 
occurs, or two church leaders resign 
in a dispute, the event symbolizing 
underlying conflict has taken place.
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Engagements.—We call the way peo
ple respond to conflict events engage
ment. Some persons may withdraw 
from conflict. Others become combat
ive. Ministry occurs when the forms of 
engagement reflect the mind of 
Christ.
Conclusions.—Every conflict must 
eventually end. If the conclusion to a 
conflict is healthy, Christian growth 
occurs for the parties involved. If not, 
additional conflict may ensue.”7
A pastor and a consultant were hard 

at work on renewal for a small-town 
First Baptist Church. The consultant 
had chosen to use Bob Dale’s book To 
Dream Again,8 The steps to a church on 
plateau were discussed, and the chart 
that deals with decline was being used 
to point out potential conflict stages. 
The consultant had just marked the 
word questioning on the downside of 
the chart and stated that this was a 
dangerous stage in the life of the 
church, when one of the deacons came 
forward; took the marker; and made 
bold, heavy, angry strokes at question
ing and decline. He turned and spoke 
with deep feeling: "This is where we 
are, in our church, right now! My ques
tion is, What will we do about it?”

The agenda of the retreat refocused, 
and the group went to work on how 
they perceived things at the church. Be
fore the retreat was over, they agreed 
to continue to work on the conflict. The 
first meeting of the deacons, consul
tant, and pastor was stormy. The pastor 
was in trouble. Attendance had been 
steadily declining; organizations were 
in disarray; and a survey noting the ar
eas of dissatisfaction had been circulat
ed through the congregation. Nothing 
positive had been asked in the survey, 
so little good news was recorded.

The consultant tried over a number 
of meetings to clarify feelings, pointing 
out that the church had either pres

sured or asked the last three ministers 
to leave. After eight difficult meetings 
the pastor and deacons were willing to 
make a new statement containing the 
goals and dreams of the church and 
their determination to work together to 
reach those goals. The deacons told the 
pastor where his personal attitudes and 
actions were offensive to them and re
quested that he not be so active in using 
the pulpit for partisan politics, suggest
ing that the pulpit be used more for a 
gospel approach. They also suggested 
that he be more approachable and 
friendly.

The pastor was clear and direct in his 
response and asked for the support and 
trust he needed. He restated his dream 
for the church and agreed to work to
ward shared dreams. The deacons 
pledged to support him through the 
next year while they all worked toward 
the dreams. The pastor also agreed to 
find another place of service if the 
church could not make measurable and 
reasonable progress within the year.

The consultant, feeling it was crucial 
that the deacons be together in the pre
sentation to the congregation, reviewed 
and discussed the agreement; and the 
deacons voted unanimously three times 
to give their full support to the motion 
when it was presented. The report was 
mailed to the congregation with the 
deacons’ full endorsement. At the busi
ness meeting the church was packed.

After a positive discussion and just 
before the vote, a young man rose and 
made the motion that the report be en
thusiastically endorsed with one slight 
amendment. He added one sentence, a 
sentence that would eliminate the one- 
year extended partnership of pastor 
and people and replaced that extension 
with these words, "and that the church 
seek new leadership immediately.” The 
amendment carried, and the call for 
questions came quickly. The new mo
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tion won the day, and the pastor was 
dismissed. The consultant was dis
tressed to see four of the twelve deacons 
vote with the group to dismiss the pas
tor after their earlier pledge of support.

What can be learned from this story? 
The consultant learned that not all sit
uations can be reconciled. We must ac
knowledge that sometimes, for the good 
of all concerned, ministers must be 
asked to leave a church. Not as quickly 
and brutally as is happening across our 
Convention today, but the facts are 
that healthy churches do face difficult 
decisions about the tenure of profes
sional leaders.

Most ministers and churches do well 
and come to changes with a sense of 
balance, as both feel a sense of obedi
ence to God’s call and moves take place. 
At times, however, this system breaks 
down; and churches are forced to take 
tragic and stressful action.

Churches have expectations of the 
ministers they employ. The nature of 
the word minister or pastor implies 
gifts and abilities the church needs. A 
church has the right to expect its lead
ers to feel a sense of divine call. They 
expect their minister to have skills of 
leadership, administration, preaching, 
pastoral care, teaching, and personal 
relationships. Most churches expect 
their ministers to be friendly and lik
able. Our churches expect ethical be
havior, energy, and better than aver
age judgment. Repeated violations in 
these areas will build a case for disen
chantment and eventual dismissal. A 
calling to a Baptist congregation is like 
a good marriage. Both congregation 
and pastor hope the union will last and 
lead to a happy and growing church. 
Both expect to be part of each others’ 
lives, a truly responsible part.

Most ministers hope that complaints 
and disagreements can be handled be
tween the parties in pain, not spread 

throughout the congregation. The 
church and minister are in trouble 
when either the minister or the church 
believes that what they want or need is 
no longer compatible with the other. 
This feeling of separateness usually 
happens when expectations collide.

How can a church or minister tell 
when separation is in order? Speed 
Leas said the key question is "Can 
these people live and be in ministry to
gether productively in the same 
congregation?”9

If the answer is no, change is in 
order.

Ministers often expect the congrega
tion to respond to their leadership in 
special ways—ways congregations pos
sibly do not understand. Congregations 
are not always aware of the minister’s 
expectations, nor would they agree 
with some of them if they knew about 
them. Most ministers can remember 
the surprises that came when well- 
meaning pulpit committees made state
ments and agreements that the general 
congregation either did not know or 
feel any commitment to honor. When 
expectations about values or behavior 
collide, often a domino effect takes 
place—actions cause reactions. 
Churches approaching a situation of 
possible forced termination need to 
have adaptive subsystems in place, that 
is, systems that have been keeping a 
significant conversation flowing be
tween the participants and alienated 
parties.

Good performance reviews are in
valuable at this point. Reviews encour
age talk about the life and work of the 
church and the acceptance and effec
tiveness of the personalities involved. 
They provide opportunity for talk 
about the perceptions of ministry and 
congregational understanding of how 
the work is being done. With this sys
tem few surprises occur, and often 
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change and growth couple with accep
tance and understanding to make the 
situation better. When positive differ
ences are agreed on, the situation can 
be redeemed. Leas said, "I would make 
an informal guess when the opposition 
to a pastor’s leadership is between 30% 
and 40% of those in the fellowship cir
cle there is not enough political support 
for the pastor to* continue in the leader
ship of the organization.”10

Lyle Schaller defined the fellowship 
circle as those who feel a sense of be
longing and feel fully accepted into the 
fellowship of the congregation.11 For 
Baptists, I believe, the language needs 
to change, but the principles hold. We 
use words like deacons, elected leaders, 
or key leaders.

We vote too quickly and trust the 
vote too much. We seem to think that if 
we vote on it, whatever the issue, it is 
settled. That is just not true.

When a Baptist church is in trouble 
and facing the dismissal of a pastor, 
what should it do?

1. Follow its constitution and bylaws 
with "a generous heart.” The church’s 
governing church should be used.

2. Consider the help of some signifi
cant others, such as directors of mis
sions. These people can help our 
churches promote the Convention’s 
program, do their ministry together, 
and at times help them work through 
difficult church situations. A loving, 
skilled director of missions who has the 
confidence of both church and pastor 
can minister effectively to both. Some 
retired ministers from other churches 
or denominational leaders are also 
adept in these situations.

Outside consultants can help. Often 
churches are embarrassed to admit to 
themselves or to others that they need 
a consultant. Usually, games are 
played, unfortunate games. For exam
ple, the consultant is invited to do a 

workshop or growth or renewal semi
nar and expected in the process of do
ing that work to deal with the conflict 
that is underway.

The key to finding outside help is a 
significant other who is skilled, with 
few biases and who is trusted by the 
pastor and church involved in the con
flict. The significant other can be more 
objective as the strategy for dealing 
with the issue of termination is 
planned. Whoever does the work—a 
small committee of deacons, a person
nel committee, or an associational com
mittee, even the significant other— 
must have a clear strategy.

Conflict between minister and con
gregation is awkward at best. It is theo
logically awkward as well. Many Bap
tists believe in the presence and power 
of the Holy Spirit in our decision-mak
ing process. We believe that the final 
decision-making body is the local con
gregation. We believe in congregation
al polity that calls for the involvement 
of our members in the broader deci
sions in the life of the church. We feel 
safety in the congregation, safety that 
we don’t always get in small groups. 
This makes dealing with a minister and 
a minister’s family a public and awk
ward affair.

The following conflict analysis out
line may be helpful.

1. Are the leaders of each major 
group willing to participate in trying to 
manage the conflict?

2. What is the duration of the con
flict—recent, long history, mixture?

3. Who is involved? What is the ex
tent of polarization, the size and num
ber of groups? What does each side 
want? What are the issues? Are the 
camps the same on all issues? Do all de
fine the conflict the same way?

4. What is the origin of the conflict? 
Is it within the system or outside the 
system?
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5. What are the norms regarding 
conflict? What are past/present con
flict behaviors? What do involved per
sons say about the right and wrong way 
to manage conflict?

6. What distortions are occurring in 
perception? What is believed about 
probable consequences on individuals 
or the organization? Do involved par
ties see others as malevolent, self as be
nevolent. Are all organizational issues 
seen as related to the conflict. Are solu
tions perceived in binary terms.

7. What is the extent of knowledge of 
the conflict in the organization?

8. Is the conflict destructive or 
productive?

9. What is the extent, kind, and accu
racy of communication between groups 
and individuals? through third parties? 
Is communication one-way or two-way? 
What media are used? How much noise 
is present? Is communication highly 
censored? Is this true throughout 
organization?

10. What commonalities bind 
individuals/groups?

11. How high are the stakes?
12. Can you identify what the people 

fear?
13. Are the feelings expressed appro

priate to what is happening?
14. Do persons hold any hope of re

solving the problems?
15. Where is the power? Is it formal 

or informal?
16. What decision-making modes are 

possible—avoidance, collaboration,
bargaining, voting, hierarchy?12

Churches must be ethical and above- 
board in their actions because of who 
they claim to be as a people of God. We 
all know heartbreaking stories of min
isters coming back from the hospital 
where they have just lost a child only to 
be told that the deacons are recom
mending that they leave the church; or 
of one deacon taking the pastor for a 

ride in the country while the meeting 
goes on to dismiss the minister; or of 
the more sophisticated congregation 
that celebrates a minister’s 20th year 
with a gift of a sabbatical and, while the 
sabbatical is going on, informs the min
ister and family to take three more 
months salary to help them search for 
another place to serve. If the pastor be
ing dismissed is ill, a rascal, inept, or a 
worn-out saint, the church must be 
straightforward with all facts and feel
ings. Sometimes in the discussion the 
situation can be redeemed. Previous 
bonding is often the key.

Hardy Clemmons of First Baptist 
Church, Greenville, South Carolina, 
feels that "a shared identity between a 
pastor and majority of the congregation 
is the key.” I would add that without a 
history of mutuality, a future with good 
feelings is improbable especially when 
tested with conflict. Even if lack of 
bonding is part of the problem, the 
church must be generous, forgiving, 
loving, and hopeful.

The congregation must discipline it
self and its own behavior. Rarely is a 
congregation willing to demand nonag- 
gressive behavior on the part of all of 
its members. Most ministers are not as 
tough in vocational issues as are volun
teers who are forced to live in a world 
where firing and layoffs are a way of 
life. Ministers often have "cultural re
straint” that makes them think dis
cussing their feelings and fears is not 
right. Most ministers will be polite and 
sweet even when angry and hurt inside.

The minister must be included every 
step with openness and consideration. 
Asking two or three leaders who are 
trusted friends of the minister and rep
resent the proper committees to meet 
with the minister in a private, official, 
and compassionate way is helpful. Sev
eral meetings will likely be involved 
during which the minister is informed 

FALL 1990 65



progressively of what is happening. 
The minister should be informed of any 
recommendations that are being pre
pared for the congregation and asked to 
respond so the responses can be consid
ered with the recommendation. Some
times in the process a minister will of
fer to resign, though under pressure, 
and spare everyone further tension.

The guideline is simple—the more 
conversation between the responsible 
and elected leaders and the minister 
the better. Leaving the larger voting 
bodies out of the issue until recommen
dations can be made that have the 
blessings of everyone involved is best.

When a church terminates a pastor, 
it should provide benefits. If the church 
must err at all, let it be on the side of 
generosity. The minister’s future and 
family are involved, and an unem
ployed minister will have difficulty be
ing considered by any other congrega
tion without all of the reasons being 
thoroughly discussed.

Benefit discussions should include 
these questions: How long will salary 
and benefits be continued? When is the 
parsonage or other church support ex
pected to be vacated or released? Will 
the church participate in counseling 
for the minister and family? Would the 
church support educational opportuni
ties for the minister? How will the 
church respond to requests for recom
mendation of the minister?

Occasionally the nature of the dis
missal will make it impossible to send 
the minister away with the church’s 
blessing. However, in this atmosphere, 
mutually agreed on study leaves, for 
example, can be negotiated if the minis
ter is morally and spiritually able to 
serve elsewhere. Many times churches 
are able to be redemptive, if not for the 
minister then for the minister’s family. 
In one Baptist church dealing with this 
situation, a layman announced an edu

cational fund for the minister’s chil
dren during the business meeting in 
which the dismissal took place.

Churches need to be sensitive to the 
symbolic and memory making power of 
dismissal. Birthdays, graduations, 
Christmas, and Easter are special 
events. We do not need to let them be
come negative memory makers. Most 
terminations can avoid the important 
events of life that spin around cultural 
and religious calendars. A firing is a al
ways a bad day whenever; try not to 
make it a Christmas present!

Churches which dismiss ministers 
need help in dealing with anger, frus
tration, disenchantment, separateness, 
and grief. Churches need a plan, 
healthy interim leadership, and suffi
cient time. Churches that call a new 
minister too quickly after the pain of 
dismissal run the danger of having a 
long and painful interim or a short pas
torate. Surgery calls for recuperation. 
The congregation needs time to work, 
cry, and talk through its pain. The good 
news is that God reaches for us in our 
brokenness and reminds us that we 
have always been loved and that we are 
still a beloved part of "God’s ragtag 
army”—an army that ambles and 
stumbles to meet life in these days as 
the people of God.
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So if you’re determined to help those who are getting swept along by the current, make some 
brave decisions about the course of your ministry.

Be willing to venture beyond the banks of safety and routine, slicing the foaming waters of change 
with the surging strength of God’s amazing love.

And offering every gasping, drowning victim a life that’s but a dream. A life that’s real life.
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To keep tabs on today’s changing world, visit, 
call, or write your nearest Baptist Book Store. 
Or call or write the Customer Service Center, 
1-800-458-BSSB, Nashville, TN 37234. If you 
live in a Western state, call 1-800-677-7797.

BAPTIST 
BOOK 
STORES

Your Satisfaction Is Guaranteed

Row, Row, Row
Your Boat

Keep your ministry in sync with a changing world
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introducing Growing churches.

GROWING 
Churches

The new magazine with practical, realistic, how-to helps 
on church growth.

Helps from pastors who are "in the trenches."
Who understand that in most churches, growth doesn't happen in leaps.

Who struggle with the same nitty gritty situations you face in your ministry.
And who understand that growth can occur in various ways. And at many 

different paces.
Discover through success stories and personal testimonies what other churches 

are doing to experience growth.
How they overcame barriers and plateaus. And how you can "go to school" 

on their experiences.
Get inspiring ideas on various aspects of growth.
Such as how you can build a stronger commitment among your fellowship. How 

to increase the quality and attendance of worship.
How to increase Sunday School membership and attendance. How to build 

a strong discipleship program. And how to deepen the spiritual lives of individuals.
In short, Growing Churches magazine:

♦ gives you ideas for growth
reminds you that growth involves more than numbers

♦ points out that your church doesn't have to grow by leaps to be a growing church!
Get your own copy of Growing Churches now!

To order, use the Sunday School Board's Dated Form or call 1-800-458-BSSB.
Item 1506-7. $2.95 per copy. Your satisfaction is guaranteed.


