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The Rules, cont'd

ers about leadership in ministry.

In an effort to be helpful, and to test my own thinking related to what 1’d
shared | decided to compile a working list of “rules.” These are what | call
“derivative rules,” meaning that while they are based on what Bowen Family
Systems Theory (BFST) says about relationship systems, they pertain primarily
to the congregational system. These “rules” are a mix of axioms, guidelines, and
principles that capture in a phrase some of the important things to remember re-
lated to leadership in the congregational setting.

You’ll recognize some of these, and you probably have a personal story
or two for several. I’m sure you have your own rules to add to the list—ones that
address other aspects of leadership in ministry, or a well-turned phrase that
makes these insights memorable to you. These are just some of the “rules” I’ve
used when coaching clergy as a way to help them remember the dynamics of
emotional process and of the leadership function related to it. They may appear
like a laundry list as you read along, so let me provide the thread that runs
through them: the leadership function of the pastor has to do with the systemic
nature of congregations as emotional systems. Pastoral leaders are those persons
who occupy the chief, or a primary, position of leadership in the congregational
setting: a senior pastor, a rabbi, a pastor, an interim pastor, and to some extent,
pastoral staff. The intersections between ministry and theology and BFST are that
both deal with (1) the nature of relationships, and (2) striving to understanding
the nature of persons. Ministry is about relationships—and systems theory is all
about how people relate to one another.

Click on the paperclip to read the rest of this article

(opens a new window and a new .pdf document)
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of what of what | shared comprised of “oral tradition,” things 1’d learned, read,
overheard, or acquired from others about leadership in ministry.

In an effort to be helpful, and to test my own thinking related to what 1’d
shared | decided to compile a working list of “rules.” These are what | call
“derivative rules,” meaning that while they are based on what Bowen Family
Systems Theory (BFST) says about relationship systems, they pertain primarily
to the congregational system. These “rules” are a mix of axioms, guidelines, and
principles that capture in a phrase some of the important things to remember re-
lated to leadership in the congregational setting.
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address other aspects of leadership in ministry, or a well-turned phrase that makes these in-
sights memorable to you. These are just some of the “rules” I’ve used when coaching clergy
as a way to help them remember the dynamics of emotional process and of the leadership
function related to it. They may appear like a laundry list as you read along, so let me pro-
vide the thread that runs through them: the leadership function of the pastor has to do with
the systemic nature of congregations as emotional systems. Pastoral leaders are those per-
sons who occupy the chief, or a primary, position of leadership in the congregational set-
ting: a senior pastor, a rabbi, a pastor, an interim pastor, and to some extent, pastoral staff.
The intersections between ministry and theology and BFST are that both deal with (1) the
nature of relationships, and (2) striving to understanding the nature of persons. Ministry is
about relationships—and systems theory is all about how people relate to one another.

Rule 1: You are responsible for your own functioning, not that of your
congregation or staff.

One major trap for clergy is the widespread demand that they take responsibility for things .
“The position most dan-

that rightly are not theirs. This is exacerbated by the prevalent propensity of pastors to ac- gerous to a leader’s
; : : : : health is what | call the
13 7 ')
cept that demand. After all, they are in the business of “salvation” and redemption, right? g TS e
In this regard, it’s helpful to remember that a congregation is an example of a in which the leader feels
. . . . ] ] . ) responsible for keeping a
chronically anxious system. The issue is not that a congregation will experience acute anxi-  system together.”

(Friedman, A Failure of

ety every once in a while, it’s that it is an anxious system. Chronically anxious systems Nerve, p. 221)

come about when the system is structured for it: when someone in the system is made re-
sponsible for someone else’s functioning. For example, when pastors are made responsible
for people’s faith or for the functioning of their staff; when youth ministers are made re-
sponsible for the behavior and spirituality of teenagers; when the staff is made responsible
for people’s attendance and participation in church programs; or, when a committee is made
responsible for how much money people give.

The fact of the matter is that the leader can only take responsibility for his or her
own functioning, not that of others. To attempt to do otherwise is to set oneself up for burn-
out, for being willful, for falling into patterns of overfunctioning, or for dramatic and inva-
sive boundaries violations. Needless to say the less differentiated or mature persons in the
system will not be able to appreciate this stance, especially during times of acute anxiety.
The call to “do something about” a staff person or a church member or a committee will
often be the demand placed on the pastor of a congregation, followed by the insistence that
“it’s your job to ensure that people do what they’re supposed to.” The wise leader knows
that his or her job is not to think for or micromanage others, rather, to challenge persons to-
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ward responsibility, and to hold them accountable for their behaviors and choices.

The trap in this rule is that lazy people have great capacity to use good theory for
poor ends. For the lazy leader, it’s too easy to say, “That’s not my responsibility.” So it’s
important to get clear about what is your responsibility and your appropriate function as the
leader in the system.

Rule 2: Your congregation is not your family.

The fact is that, despite the warm metaphor we commonly use, a congregation is NOT a
family. A congregation is a localized, institutionalized expression of a larger social system:
the organized religious system.* The relationship that clergy have with their congregations
often leads to seductive enmeshment. But until you understand what a congregation is, it’s
unlikely you’ll be able to provide the leadership it needs.

While it’s helpful to understand that a congregation is not a family, it often is more
helpful to remember that your congregation is not your family. Staying committed to doing
one’s family of origin work will often provide a corrective to this confusion. How often has
a pastor not been able to challenge an acting out lay leader because that person stirs up emo-
tional process issues related to the father-son or father-daughter relationship in the pastor’s
family? Or how often has a pastor not been able to provide effective pastoral care for a fam-
ily in crisis because he finds himself thrust into family emotional process that strikes too
close to home? And how many times does a young minister feel crushed and rejected at not
being able to be “accepted” by a family-sized/style church whose members are clearer about
family boundaries than the pastor? Unless you are a patriarch pastor of a family-church, it’s
helpful to remember that your congregation is not your family.

Rule 3: Your congregation may not be your church.

While the fact is that we all need community, the paradox about ministry is that more often
than not, the congregations that pastors lead may never be their “church.” Clergy occupy a
particular and unique place in the congregational system, and the things that church mem-
bers seek of their church is often not available to clergy.

I think it’s possible to find “church” within your congregation, and | think you can
develop intimate personal friendships with congregational members. But issues related to
the pastor’s position in the system often means that a pastor will never experience his or her
own congregation as “church” (sometimes that extends to the pastor’s family as well). Is-
sues such as tenure, a disparity in the stages of faith of the pastor and the church, a clash of

!Israel Galindo, The
Hidden Lives of Congre-
gations (Herndon, VA:
The Alban Institute,
2004).

See Galindo, The Hid-
den Lives of Congrega-
tions for more on pas-
toral leadership func-
tioning in the different
size/style congrega-
tions.

“There is a tilt toward the
togetherness end of the
scale, however, when a
relationship system be-
comes emotionally re-
gressed.”

(Friedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 25)
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culture (educational, socio-economic, social, ethnic), or a difference in spirituality styles can

often result in enough differences that preclude the pastors from finding “church” in their
own congregations.

Rule 4: You cannot separate pastoral leadership functioning from
family of origin emotional process.

Perhaps it’s the vocational aspect of “being a pastor” that makes for such a strong connec-

tion between the family-of-origin and the congregational functioning of the pastoral leader.
I think it is truer than we may want it to be, that we lead our congregations out of our posi-
tion in our family of origin.

For example, one of the most interesting insights you’ll likely attain is how much
you function in your congregational system out of the birth order in your family. You will
likely run a meeting, relate to your staff, and even preach in “the voice” out of your birth
order than any other quality or professional practice, technique, management style, or
“leadership style.” There often are deeper issues here, like living out the ecclesiastical call-
ing that came from your family or a person in your family (usually “Mom”); or seeking pa-
ternal approval, or seeking to meet validation needs, or even, finding redemption. The les-
son here: do your family of origin work!

Rule 5: Your context has more influence on your functioning than
factors like personality or skills

One of the most powerful concepts of systems theory is that when we enter an emotional
system, we become a part of it. And despite illusions of individuality and self-
determination, the fact is that the systems of which we are a part ultimately influence us
more that we influence the system. In terms of pastoral leadership, the contextual factors of
a congregation will have more influence on our function than will personality or leadership
skills. Specifically, things like the congregational culture, the congregational size/style, its
spirituality style, lifespan stage, homeostatic forces, and homeostatic emotional process.
For example, as soon as a pastor enters the system in the position of leader, he or
she automatically occupies one point of several systemic triangles. Some of those triangles
will be systemic “Monster Triangles” that are part of both the homeostasis and the structure
of the system. Those monster triangles are multi-generational and likely have been the bane
and burden of every pastoral leader to occupy that position in the system—they come with
the job! One way to manage one’s anxiety is to remind oneself that “this is not about me,”

““Leaders must not only
develop vision, persis-
tence, and stamina, but
also understand hat the
problems they encounter
may stem from their own
unresolved family issues. .

.(I.:riedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 27-28).

For more on birth
order characteristics
see Richardson and
Richardson, Birth
Order and You (Self
Counsel Press,
2000).

“The functioning of indi-
viduals in any institution is
not determined by their
nature (personality) but by
their position within a
relationship system, as
well as by what other
“cells” will permit them to
do.”

(Friedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 168)
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even when it feels like it!

But lest we be too hard on congregational systems, let’s remember that we bring our
own emotional-anxiety triangles with us into the system, and we’ll likely take our personal
triangles with us when we leave—much to the relief of our congregation, for it’s likely that
we’ve hooked them into occupying a part of our triangles as well.

Rule 6: Never be afraid of losing (firing) underfunctioning, immature,
or incompetent staff.

I’m always amazed at the level of underfunctioning, if not simple ineptitude, that congrega-
tions tolerate from their leaders. | suppose it can be considered the downside of Christian
charity. But if you are the leader in the system and you tolerate the low performers and the
immature in the system, you’ll lose your best people first. There is no quicker way to de-
value the good work of the best people you have than to tolerate those who are irresponsible
or just not up to par. And in times of crisis and anxiety, your best people will be your most
valuable resource when you most need it. Effective leaders move toward and cultivate
strength and health in the system.

Rule 7: If you've had a string of dysfunctional churches, the problem is
probably with you and not with the churches.

Have you ever heard a pastor say, “Why is it that no matter what church I got to | always
end up with the same bunch of @&#* idiots?!” If you’ve had a string of dysfunctional
churches, the problem is probably with YOU and not the churches. One explanation is that
health attracts health and dysfunction attracts dysfunction. We each tend to be attracted to
certain emotional field of homeostatic patterns because we like what we know and resist
change and challenge. We all have our neuroses of choice; we prefer the pain we know.
Emotional and spiritual co-dependency often are the ties that bind clergy and congregations
together.

Rule 8: Don’t expect spiritual maturity from persons who are
emotionally immature.

There is a point of intersection between one’s emotional maturity, capacity for self-
differentiation, and one’s spiritual maturity. False piety is the last refuge of the willful, and
the content of spiritual language often masks a multitude of sins. Knowing how to discern

“Chronic illness is an
adaptation to a rela-
tionship.”

(Friedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 181)

“Anyone who wishes to
advance our species or an
institution must possess
those qualities which those
who have little sense of
self will perceive as nar-
cissistic.”

(Friedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 178)
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the disparity between content of speech and function allows us to respond better to those
whose relationship with the church is too wrapped up in issues of pseudo-self or unresolved
family-of-origin issues they are trying to work out in the congregational system.

However, because religion and beliefs do not trump biology, I think it is not very
helpful to spend time questioning people’s motives. Regardless of our desire to believe oth-
erwise, most of us are driven more by our emotions than by our rationality. The brain’s Job
1 is survival, physical and then existential. The amygdale is the first organ in the brain to be
fully developed at birth, and is the only organ in the brain that is not connected to the cortex.
This walnut-sized organ at the base of our brain (just behind the eyeballs) stores memories : /
associated with emotional events (fear, anger, threat (fight/flight), etc.). But because it is not
directly connected to the parts of our brain that process cognition, when we’re anxious we
have great difficulty connecting feeling and thinking, or reflecting on what we are experi-
encing (which is a good thing, really. If we come across a hungry tiger we want our amyg-
dale to induce panic, get the adrenalin going and startle us into flight, rather than allow our
frontal lobe to become enchanted with the aesthetic beauty of the animal and pause in con-
templative admiration).

Most people are not aware enough of the cause of their behaviors, feelings, or ac-
tions (that is, their internal emotional process) to understand their motivation. (I’ve heard
one of the most mature, educated and rational church members say to me, after getting
caught up the passions of a church crisis, “I don’t know what happened to me. I just went
crazy.”). Most of us aren’t smart enough to know what motivates us to do the things we do,
either. So, it is more helpful to focus on how a person functions than on what he or she says.
In other words, focus on emotional process, not content, and allow people their right to go
crazy every once in a while.

Rule 9: If you have to chose between feelings and facts, choose facts.

The biggest trap for the immature and undifferentiated is the inability to distinguish fact
from feeling. Remember that in Bowen’s scale of differentiation, the higher you are on the
scale the greater your capacity to separate feeling from thinking. Facts have no meaning in
and of themselves; they are “just facts.” We tend to “interpret” facts by the experience of
our emotions. Or, more precisely, by the feelings that we associate with certain “facts” or
the perception of fact. If we can separate unhelpful learned emotional from facts (like guilt,
fear, or panic), then the facts become a resource. Facts can give perspective for discernment;
anxiety only yields myopia.
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Rule 10: If you have to choose between principles and relationships,
choose principles.

This is one of those rules that at first pass sounds “anti-Christian” and counter-intuitive. We
are taught that relationship is at the heart of what it means to be Christian and at the center
of what it means to be “in community.” That, to be loving, patient, longsuffering, and for-
giving are paramount Christian values. But the point here is that a self-differentiated leader
holds well-articulated guiding beliefs and values that allow him or her to discern the differ-
ence between moving toward a life goal (a life calling or vision) and being enmeshed and
held back by those who prefer homeostasis.

The leader often has to make choices based on what is best for the system as a
whole rather than what is convenient, or best, for individuals in the system. The critical
leadership function of providing a vision for the system means that clergy often will need to
make a commitment to the principles and values that lead toward the realization of a vision,
or the integrity of the mission, over the desires, or needs, of certain individuals in the sys-
tem. Of course, the undifferentiated lack the capacity to tolerate distance, or to appreciate
when someone is moving toward their own goals and dreams. For them, it will feel like
abandonment and callousness, and will often result in reactivity like sabotage or seduction.

Rule 11: You are a pastor in the middle of the story of a congregation.

One of the most mystical, and most powerful, concepts in BFST is that of the multigenera-
tional transmission process of relationship systems. This multigenerational process is a pow-
erful force at work in biological families and in congregations, which are a form of commu-
nity. When pastors become leaders in their congregations they inherit some things that have
come down from the generations that they cannot change, and some things they should not
change—regardless of how un-aesthetic, un-theological, or un-sophisticated it may be.

This multigenerational force is so powerful that often it seems to have the force of a
tidal wave or tsunami. Author Edwin Friedman has been cited as saying how little change
he’d seen in his congregation despite almost thirty years of effort. Plus ce change, plus ce
meme chose. “The more things change....” If you do ministry with integrity you will leave
legacies and may make some difference, but in the large scheme of things, those changes
will be minimal; perhaps inconsequential. Enter well and leave well. In the meantime, be a
good steward and have fun.
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Rule 12: Preaching is a function, not performance.

Preaching is a function related to the position of the pastor (leader) in the congregational
context, and his or her relationship with the congregation, as much as it is about hermeneuti-

cal interpretations of the text. Preaching in the congregational setting requires giving atten- ~ Sce |Srael Galindo

“What's Systems The-

tion to systemic issues about the position and function of leader in the system, including: :J[)y Sj%t To Do With
- . . . . ; t7 ressing con-
providing vision, ensuring corporate memory (being the communal storyteller), being pro- gregations’ emotional

phetic (challenging the homeostasis), functioning as the differentiated “head” of the system, ~ Processes in our ser-
mons,” Congregations

guarding the system from opportunistic viruses, etc. (This instead of sending messages like, (Spring 20_?73. fora
. . more detailed treat-

“I need you to like me,” or, “You’d be lost without me,” or, “I have all the answers, don’t ment of this concept.

think for yourselves.”). | suspect that the overfocus on preaching as performance has a lot to

do with the anxiety related to pastors’ lack of working on Self, issues of competence, and

their relationship with the congregation.

Rule 13: If you don’t understand your congregation’s culture, you’'ll likely
never be able to effect developmental change.

Culture is one of the most powerful elements in any system, yet it seems to be one of the
least understood and most underappreciated areas that pastoral leaders address. Culture is a
corporate dimension that develops over time—it is not “invented.” It is multigenerational,
and it helps a congregation define “who we are because of what we do.”

Culture consists of things like: corporate values, norms, practices, rituals and rites,
narratives, artifacts, and ways of being together. Culture, in part, determines how people
enter a system and leave it, who belongs and who does not, and what roles and functions the
members of the system play. Unless pastors understand that they carry out ministry within
the contextual culture of the congregation | suspect they will never be able to effect devel-
opmental change in that system.

Rule 14: Leadership is not about managing systemic anxiety.

You have probably heard this one before, but it’s so fundamental and such a common mis-
understanding that it’s worth repeating. The function of leadership is not about lowering or
managing systemic anxiety—it’s more about managing homeostasis dynamics.

So much systemic anxiety is perceived to be about “change” that we lose sight of
the fact that change is the norm, not the exception. Systems will always deal with change—
internally and externally driven; evolutionary, developmental, crisis-oriented, planned, etc.
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The point of anxiety is probably more about the forces of homeostasis than about the reality
of change. But, the more important perspective is that leadership is about those functions
related to one’s position in the system, so ultimately, it’s about managing one’s self on the
midst of change and in the face of homeostasis. This is very hard.

Rule 15: When anxiety peaks, focus on principles, not issues.

Some of the most frequent calls I get from pastors have to do with “issues” in their congre-
gations. This is not surprising since anxious systems (and anxious persons) focus on issues,
namely, “content,” and the emotional capital they invest in them. Remember that those who
lack self-differentiation lack a capacity to distinguish fact from feeling or self (identify)
from content (belief). It does not take long before the focus on “issues” by ideologues or the
insistent in the system results in blaming, choosing sides, and fingerpointing. If not checked,
the anxiety feeds on itself and cycles into scapegoating and focusing on “others.” You’ll
know you’ve reached a crisis point when the most anxious in the system focus on by-laws,
insist on conformity, and call for ultimatums.

High-functioning leaders can recognize the difference between content and process,
and there can discern what really is going on. Low functioning leaders will often go into
overdrive and address issues-oriented crises by offering the scapegoat, re-organizing, micro-
managing, or throwing themselves into “action.” Look for these reactive automatic re-
sponses, and never confuse them with “having a plan” or “taking care of the problem.”

Well-functioning leaders will focus on the things that will help get through a crisis
in the most healthy ways. They will focus on: Principles, Emotional process, Functioning,
Vision, Identity, and Challenge (as opposed to issues, anxiety, content, crisis, others, and
conformity). This requires courage and toughness. People may not “like” you.

Conclusion

“Rules” can serve as guidelines, and are handy shortcuts to good functioning in times of
anxiety. But, in the sort run, there are no determinative indicators for how things will turn
out. Ministry and congregational leadership are complex and messy human enterprises that
involve people who are imperfect, fallible, and often passionate (and at times, passionate
about the wrong things). You can do all the right things and still lose. You can follow
sound process and end up with the wrong outcome. You can have the best of motives and
still do a lot of harm. On the other hand, in the long run, yes, you can make a determinative
comment about how things will turn out—everything ends. So, keep it in perspective. &
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Non-Negotiables

SYSTEMS SERMONS SERIES

Dr. Daniel Bagby is the author of this issue’s
“systems sermon.” Originally preached at the
Seventh and James Baptist Church, Waco, TX

In this sermon to the congre-
gration I suggested that Jesus,
at the outset of his ministry,
was tested on what he consid-
ered to be his priorities, his
purposes, and how he would
use his powers--and that each
of us come to quiet, solitary
moments when we must also
define ourselves by what we

life--is non-negotiable. | will no
longer surrender that

belief. My hope is to follow the
One who made me—Who gives
me freedom, and who asks me
to follow His
will and way.
Each of us must
come to terms

Daniel Bagby is the

Theodore F. Adams

Professor of Pastoral
Care at the Baptist Theo-

focus on myself above

my wife--1 want you to know
that my marriage is non-
negotiable—that my commit-
ment—even though fallible--is
not up for negotia-
tion or dissolution.
I want to work on
my marriage like |
want to work on

will live somewhere else, | hope,
because you've grown--there is

nothing that will cause me to reject
you. I am committed to being your
father—in the fallible way that you

with what we
believe about a
God --and what-

logical Seminary at
Richmond, VA

believe in--and will spend time
on—as most important—and

my relationship to
God—I am com-

therefore on what we consider
"non-negotiable.” | then
shared what | considered non-
negotiable for me—and asked
the congregation to reflect on
what each of them would con-
sider "non-negotiable"--and
which defines us—by virtue of
our choices. So | said:

"My faith in God is non-
negotiable:"I may have periods
of questioning and struggles,
doubts, and issues to consider.
But I'm at a place in my life
when believing in a loving,
Supreme Being, Who wants to
give focus and purpose to my

ever that God has to do with us.
Take your time if that's where
you are. | believe my faith in
God is non-negotiable--and |
wanted you to know that.

"My commitment to
my wife and our marriage is
non-negotiable:" I've now been
married over twenty five years,
and know that it is by grace that
all human relationships exist--
by mutual forgiveness--by liv-
ing out of faith and being faith-
ful to a vow | made—even
though sometimes | fail to give
the relationship what it de-
serves--and even though | often

mitted to it.

"My commitment to
our children is non-negotiable:"
Somewhere along the way we
were given the privilege of hav-
ing two children biologically--
and some of you know that
privilege almost escaped us....
But | want you to know, and my
children to know, that being a
father is not just a privilege--it's
a call and a responsibility—and
it's also a sacred vow. | say to
you what | have always said to
our two children: "The door to
our home will never be locked
to you--though some day you

know--and others do too.... My
commitment to you is on my short
list of non-negotiables."

"My commitment to this
church is non-negotiable:" I am
not here to prepare for a better
place.... (I actually cannot think of
a better place!). The work and
ministry we have here to do com-
mits me to live with you, walk
beside you, for another while!
(That's probably bad news for
some of you to hear—but life's not
always fair....) | say this to you
because | sense that we have min-
istry to do together—and some of
the things we've started together


http://www.btsr.edu
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require my commitment to do my part for them to flourish.... So I am here
for a while.... There will come a time when you will sense that it's time for
me to go—I hope you trust me enough to tell me as a friend—when you
sense that. There will be a time when | sense that it is time for me to go—
and I will talk with you--consult with you—on that. But for now—and | be-
lieve for a while—I'm called to complete some chapters with you that we've

. Sl just started together. So my covenant with you—to stay by you—and to min-
ratulatlon . ister with you--to hear and follow God's will and voice together here—is

Cong non-negotiable....
To Sean Rowe, four This is my short list of non-negotiables—as we begin a new year.
é%z:g’r?wgirﬁzﬂgg the Christ was defining himself in this chapter—declaring what was most impor-
upon his election as tant to him—and I've just told you what's most important to me. I'd love to
Bishop of Northwest- know what YOU think of what I've said.... But more importantly: What's
em, PA non-negotiable for YOU? 4

Dr. Daniel Bagby is the author of several books. His latest book is Beyond
The Myths: The Journey to Adulthood (Smyth & Helwys, 2007).

An article by LIM faculty member Israel Galindo appears in the spring issue
(Spring 2007) of Congregations magazine from Alban Institute. The article
is titled “What’s Systems Theory Got to Do with It?: Addressing Congrega-
tions” Emotional Process in Our Preaching.” In the article, Galindo writes,
“The sermon is as much about the preacher, the congregation, and their rela-
tionship in the context of being church as it is about the text.”

The Alban Institute, located in Northern Virginia, offers numerous
resources relating Bowen Family Systems Theory to congregational ministry
and clergy leadership. You can read Galindo’s article, and others by him, on
the Alban Institute website.



http://www.dionwpa.org/index.htm
http://www.helwys.com/books/beyondmyths.html
http://www.alban.org/conversation.aspx?id=3974
http://www.alban.org/conversation.aspx?id=3974
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lllustration: “Toil”

Graphite on paper
9"x11”

by Israel Galindo

"ve been a lifelong

doodler. In fact, my

college course notes

look more like
sketchbooks than notebooks
(and the doodles are the only
reason I’ve kept some of my
college notes). Even today
pencil and sketchpad aren’t
far from reach in the event an
idle moment provides oppor-
tunity to doodle.

At times doodles
have turned into sketches,
and sketches into drawings.
The graphite drawing on the

Leadership in Ministry\Merkshops

Leading from the Right Side

of the Brain

Lessons on leadership from the
world of art, by Israel Galindo

'\\
\ Ieft done several years ago,

‘started as a doodle that even-
\Jally became a favorite ren-
9, which today hangs
a&%d in my study.
W People sometimes
sy “Wow how do you do
that?” On occasion my play-
ful reply is “Well, if you do
something every day for
most of your life you can get
pretty good at it.”

Drawing helps art-
ists develop a way of seeing
things different than most
non-drawing people seem
able. Artist and teacher Brian
Bomeisler was featured in a
recent on-line issue of
American Artist magazine.*
Bomeisler (the son of Betty
Edwards, author of the best
seller Drawing on the Right
Side of the Brain)?® teaches
the “Global Skills of Draw-
ing” that help students pro-
duce more realistic drawings.

In effect, he teaches them the
principles that help them see
the world as it is as opposed
to seeing the world as they
assume it is.

The global skills of
realistic drawing Bomeisler
teaches include these five
skills:

1 .

. The perception of
edges called lines or
contour drawing.

The perception of
spaces in drawing
called negative spaces.

The perception of rela-
tionships known as
perspective and pro-
portion.

The perception of lights
and shadows called
shading.

The perception of the
whole, which comes
from the previous four
perceptual skills.

It occurred to me that all
five of Boemeiler’s skills of
“realistic drawing” are applicable
to ministry leadership. Each of
those concepts has a corollary
when it comes to leadership in
ministry. Particularly, they corre-
late to the way that Bowen Family
Systems Theory (BFST) can help

“see” things differently. | like
the corollary because, as an edu-
cator, one of my tasks in teaching
is to move students from naive
understandings to more rigid,
deep, or “realistic” understand-
ings about the subject under con-
sideration, whether it’s congrega-
tions, leadership, ministry, educa-
tion, or themselves.

1. Leaders need to develop
a perception of edges
called “boundaries.”

A fundamental idea to the concept
of self-differentiation in relation-
ship systems is knowing where . .

Click on the paperclip to read
the rest of this article .



“Toil”
by Israel Galindo
Graphite on paper
9"x11"

“Drawing helps
artists develop a way
of seeing things
different than
most non-drawing
people seem able.”

the brain

Israel Galindo

’ve been a lifelong doodler. In fact, my college course notes look more

like sketchbooks than notebooks (and the doodles are the only reason

I’ve kept some of my college notes). Even today pencil and sketchpad

aren’t far from reach in the event an idle moment provides opportunity
to doodle.

At times doodles have turned into sketches, and sketches into draw-

ings. The graphite drawing on the left, done several years ago, started as a
doodle that eventually became a favorite rendering, which today hangs

AN
4 s framed in my study.
People sometimes say, “Wow, how do you do that?” On occasion my playful reply is
“Well, if you do something every day for most of your life you can get pretty good at it.”

Drawing helps artists develop a way of seeing things different than most non-drawing people
seem able. Artist and teacher Brian Bomeisler was featured in a recent on-line issue of Ameri-
can Artist magazine.* Bomeisler (the son of Betty Edwards, author of the best seller Drawing on
the Right Side of the Brain)? teaches the “Global Skills of Drawing” that help students produce
more realistic drawings. In effect, he teaches them the principles that help them see the world as
it is as opposed to seeing the world as they assume it is.

The global skills of realistic drawing Bomeisler teaches include these five skills:
The perception of edges called line or contour drawing.

The perception of spaces in drawing called negative spaces.

The perception of relationships known as perspective and proportion.
The perception of lights and shadows called shading.

The perception of the whole, which comes from the previous

four perceptual skills.

g

It occurred to me that all five of Boemeiler’s skills of “realistic drawing” are applicable to min-
istry leadership. Each of those concepts has a corollary when it comes to leadership in ministry.
Particularly, they correlate to the way that Bowen Family Systems Theory (BFST) can help us
“see” things differently. I like the corollary because, as an educator, one of my tasks in teaching
is to move students from naive understandings to more rigid, deep, or “realistic” understandings
about the subject under consideration, whether it’s congregations, leadership, ministry, educa-
tion, or themselves.

1. Leaders need to develop a perception of edges called “boundaries.”

A fundamental idea to the concept of self-differentiation in relationship systems is knowing
where one’s boundary of self (which includes our personal identity, our values, our thinking,





and our feelings) ends and another’s begins. People who lack a perception of boundaries tend to have a larger pseudo-self than a core
self. In times of acute anxiety and reactivity persons who lack the right perception of boundaries can become willful and invasive. A
lack of boundaries can also lead to overfunctioning behaviors (and overfunctioning is always willful).

Effective leaders not only understand boundaries, they are able to set them when needed. For example, healthy pastoral
leaders know the boundaries between their families and their ministry. They know the boundaries between personal self and the
pseudo-self that is appropriately shared with the congregational system. Further, effective leaders know how to draw a line in the
sand when dealing with willful church members or persons who lack respect for boundaries and act invasively.

2. Leaders need to develop a perception of what you can’t see, like “negative spaces.”

We can relate this point to the capacity to perceive emotional process. You can’t see emotional process directly, but you can see its
effect on the system and the individuals that make up the system. Emotional process is the driving force that makes anxious people
do what they do when they engage in automatic responses. It’s the force that fuels reactivity and the power behind homeostasis. |
define emotional process as, ““The natural, patterned, ways in which an emotional system facilitates the dynamics through which
relationships are developed and function in order to maintain homeostasis.”

To be able to see the “negative space” of emotional process is the ability to focus on how people function in a system, rather
than focusing on individual personalities or secondary characteristics (like gender, race, ethnicity or cultural heritage). What leading
from “the right side of the brain” yields is the ability to perceive an episode of reactivity or strength in the context of multigenera-
tional transmission as opposed to interpreting it as an isolated instance in time. It’s the ability to recognize a triangle when you see it
(or when you’re in it) and being able to discern your place in the triangle and the forces that put you there.

3. Leaders need to develop a perception of relationships.

If ministry (in all its forms) and BFST are about anything, it’s about relationships. One of the most transformative aspects of BFST
related to ministry happens when clergy leaders re-frame their perception about their relationship with their congregations. Gaining a
new perspective on the nature of leadership and of relationships can be freeing, if not redemptive, especially for those caught in the
trap of transferring their own family emotional process issues and patterns onto their congregational ministry. We’ve heard it a thou-
sand times, yet we’re prone to forget it: ministry, and leadership, is about relationships. Yet we all too quickly fall into the trap of
functioning as if it is about control, results, getting people to do things, or building an organization.

4. Leaders need to develop the perception of shading.

Moving away from black and white, either/or, right and wrong thinking is key to better emotional functioning. The power of leading
from “the right side of the brain” (and of systems thinking) lies in the ability to engage in imagination. Being able to work in a broad
palate of hues and tones of grays, rather than in black and white, can help the leader entertaining options beyond the fight or flight
reactivity that is brought on by anxiety in times of crises. The ability to perceive the reality of tones, hues, and shades can help in
relationships also. It helps us see people in a new light and appreciate that all humans are complex, nuanced, multidimensional, and
wonderfully made. It can help us move beyond the temptation to over simplistically ascribe motives to actions and help us appreciate
the influence of emotional process on people’s function—a process they themselves often are unaware. The way people function,
think and feel are colored as much by their family of origin, sibling position, emotional maturity, ability to self-regulate, stage of
faith, and level of differentiation as it is by “motives.”

5. Leaders need to develop a perception of the whole.

This is what “systems thinking” is all about, isn’t it? BFST gives us the capacity to “think systems,” to see the whole rather than the
individual parts. Like an artist who can see the whole canvas and envision how all aspects of composition help bring balance and
proportion to the whole, leaders need to see the system’s patterns, relationships, dynamics, and forces—rather than merely their ef-
fects on its particular objects. Often, it’s not what’s on the foreground that’s most interesting—it’s the rest of the components in the
“field” that are making us focus on the object of interest that are the most dynamic forces at play.

For example, examine the sketch on page one of this article. If you look carefully you’ll note that the composition of the
sketch uses the classic “triangle” to force the viewer’s gaze toward the eyes of the subject. It’s almost as if the viewer can’t help it.
But since the “triangle” composition is “invisible” most viewers will not be aware of what the “field” of the sketch is forcing them to
look at. Leaders are most effective when they understand “what is really going on” and know how to perceive what others cannot.
And the capacity of the leader to gaze beyond the horizon line, and see what others cannot, is what we call vision.

Changing our way of seeing in order to develop persistence of vision is hard work. But, like doodling, if you do it every day
for a long time, you can get pretty good at it.

“You can read the article at: http://www.myamericanartist.com/2007/02/drawing_without.html
?Betty Edwards, Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain (J.P. Tarcher, Los Angeles, California, 1989).

Copyright © 2007, Israel Galindo. All rights reserved. Do not reproduce. Art copyrighted © 1996, Israel Galindo. All rights reserved.
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2008 Workshops:

MID-ATLANTIC
Lost River, WV

Workshop A Sessions

March 31—April 2
October 27—28
Workshop B Sessions

April 14—16
September 15—17

NORTHEAST, Newton, MA

May 19—21
October 13—15

WESTERN
Colorado Springs, CO

May 5—7
September 29—October 1

See our web site for registra-
tion information and updates.

Call us for current space avail-

ability at these workshops.

Click on the paperclip
for a registration form

Leadership in Ministry\Merkshops

Book Review: A Falilure of Nerve

EDWIN H. | Rabbiand therapist Edwin H. Friedman’s book A Failure of
FRIEDMAN | Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix (Seabury, 2007)

e 2 B el e

has been re-issued under the editorship of his colleagues Margaret
M. Treadwell and Edward W. Beal.

LIM faculty member and professor Israel Galindo reviews
this latest revision of Friedman’s posthumous work. Click on the

FAI ﬂU R E paperclip to access the review. g
NERVE

LIM Faculty News:

We welcome new faculty members Meg Hess to the Newton, MA workshops, and Carol
Jeunnette to the Colorado Springs workshops. Meg is a pastoral counselor with the Emmaus
Institute in Nashua, MA and serves as adjunct faculty in preaching at the Andover Newton
Theological School. Carol is a Lutheran pastor, counselor, and facilitator of the VVoyager
group. She has trained with Healthy Congregations and Bridgebuilders (Peter Steinke).

James Lamkin has published “Sabbatical As Fitting Room: A Pastoral Paradigm.”
It is available for downloading from the Resources for American Christianity website.

Margaret Marcuson’s new blog on leadership is now up and running on her web-
site. Well worth the time reading! A recent article by Margaret, “10 Tips for Handling Criti-
cism in Ministry” appears in Leading Ideas feature of Lewis Center for Church Leadership
website.

The resource A Family Genogram Workbook by faculty members Elaine Boomer
and Israel Galindo, and former LIM participant Don Reagan, has just seen a second run. The
book is available from Amazon.com. We’re pleased that it has been well-received. Several of
Galindo’s articles for the Alban Institute are now available on the Alban website. Galindo is
also a regular contributor to the G.R.A.C.E. blog.

Marcuson and Galindo will be plenary speakers, along with author Peter Steinke,
at the Healthy Congregations conference October 8-10, 2007 in Columbus, OH. The confer-
ence theme is “Healthy Leadership: Living With Nerve.” You can download a brochure by
clicking on the paperclip. g




Reviewed by Israel Galindo

® A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix, by Edwin H.
Friedman. New York: Seabury Press, 2007. 260 pages. $28.00. ISBN
978-1-59627-042-8.

EDWIN H. his re-issue of Edwin Friedman’s final work (it was unfinished at the
FRIEDMAN time of his death) is quintessential Friedman. While there is repeti-
T tion of thought from his other works, most notably Generation to
Generation (and those who have heard him speak often will recog-

nize how much of his working out the theory through his speaking found its way
into the book), in this volume one can see the author’s attempt to fine-tune his

i A _ | thinking about Bowen Family Systems Theory in its application to an area outside
FAI Ié |:U RE of the theory’s main focus of concern, clinical family therapy, to the field of lead-

N E RV E | ership. Indeed, in certain brilliant sections there is evidence of the author striking
out into new thinking. In this book Friedman applies the concept of
“leadership” broadly. A leader is any person who occupies that position in whatever system he or she
functions, whether a family, business, congregation, or political body. This is in keeping with the concept
that leadership is a matter of emotional process related to function rather than title, expertise, or official
position.

The first five chapters of the book are well developed while the remaining three chapters and epi-
logue are sketchy. Those latter chapters were unfinished at the time of the author’s death but the editors
seem to have deemed it worthwhile to preserve and present the author’s drafts. They were right to do so
for the latter section contains hints and notes of some of Friedman’s new direction of thinking and new
areas of application of the theory.

In this work Friedman challenges popular notions about the nature of leadership which derive their
framework from the pragmatic, personality theories, or social science theories. Using the framework of
Bowen Family Systems Theory the author re-defines leadership as a function of emotional process the
principles of which are universally applicable in whatever context: family, congregation, government, or
corporation. Beginning with the premise that we live currently in an age of societal regression the author
depicts the ways our culture and institutions sabotage the kind of leadership they need to get unstuck and
move toward health, adventure, and evolutionary progress. To make his case Friedman draws from a wide
variety of sources by way of illustration and evidence for support of his ideas: medicine, history, the arts,
science, and biology.

This book provides a helpful, and at times creative, review of concepts that view leadership and
relationship systems from a Bowen Family Systems perspective, including the author’s previous work,
Generation to Generation. From what this reviewer could discern, the two newly developed concepts in
this work are (1) a deeper examination and explication of the togetherness-separateness dynamics in emo-
tional systems related to the function of leadership and self, and (2) an attempt to more clearly define the





concept of the Self and how it relates to thinking about leadership in emotional systems.

The book, as a work, has some weaknesses. For example, at many points the author refers to writ-
ings, cites examples, data, or facts that are unsubstantiated due to a lack of reference to footnotes or
sources. There is an index at the end of the book which cites the names referred to in the body of the text,
but there is no bibliography for the source material. At some points the author seems prone to overstate-
ments, provides anthropomorphic explications for dynamics and forces, and some examples often are left
unconnected to explication related to the theory or content. One can wish for a firmer editorial hand
throughout the book in terms of writing style. There are redundancies and repetition of text at spots. Por-
tions of several chapters read like an extended book proposal where the author describes what he plans to
write about and do in future chapters. Much of this can be attributable to the problems of working on an
unfinished manuscript but, by and large, do not detract from the strength and worth of the book as a whole.
The work is what it is, an unfinished work that reveals the original and at times brilliant thinking of some-
one who is becoming one of the most influential thinkers of our time. We can be grateful to the publisher
and editors for making this volume available.

Israel Galindo is Professor of Christian Education at the Baptist Theological Seminary, Richmond,
VA. He is Executive Director of Educational Consultants (www.galindoconsultants.com) and
serves on the faculty of the Leadership in Ministry Workshops (www.leadershipinministry.com)
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Registration

To reserve a place in a workshop please mail registra-

WORKSHOP FEES:

tion form below with a payment of $200 before February

1, 2008.

Full payment for the workshops is due on February 1,

e | ost River, WV
$625

2008. See workshop location fees for the correct amount

of the workshop of your choice.

Make payment to: “Lawrence Matthews”

Mail registration to:

Leadership in Ministry Workshops

Dr. Lawrence Matthews
8502 Stonewall Drive
Vienna, VA 22180

(703) 560-8314
E-mail: LeadinMin@cox.net

*Conference center and faculty travel costs account for the
different fees at each workshop site.

e Newton, MA
$775

e Colorado Springs, CO
$875

e Fees are for both ses-
sions (spring and fall)*

e \Workshops begin at
1:30 p.m. Monday
afternoon and end at
lunch on Wednesday.

e Fees include two nights
lodging and all meals
for both sessions
(spring and fall).

2008 Workshops Registration

Name

Address

City/State/Zip

Phone

E-mail

INDICATE YOUR WORKSHOP:

O

Lost River WW—Workshop A
Session 1: March 31-April 2
Session 2: October 27-29

Lost River WW—Workshop B
Session 1: April 14-16
Session 2: September 15-17

Newton, MA
Session 1: May 19-21
Session 2: October 13-15

Colorado Springs, CO
Session 1: May 5-7
Session 2: Sep 29—Oct 1
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http://www.resourcingchristianity.org/document.aspx?id=69
http://www.margaretmarcuson.com/blog/
http://www.churchleadership.com/leadingideas/leaddocs/2007/070523_article.html
http://www.amazon.com/Family-Genogram-Workbook-Elaine-Galindo/dp/097157653X/ref=sr_1_3/002-1348573-6678418?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1185941891&sr=1-3
http://www.grace-ed.org/blog

Healthy Congregations, Inc.
2199 East Main Street
Columbus, OH 43209

Healthy Congreqations. .. Lodging and Registration

Venue Workshop Registration

This year’s workshop will be held both at the To register, provide the following:

9th Annual
Advanced
Workshop

Ramada Inn East and at Trinity Lutheran Name

Seminary in Columbus, Ohio. Information .
Mailing address
about the seminary (including directions to

campus) can be found at: Email address

www.trinitylutheranseminary.edu Telephone number

$275 registration fee

Lodging

. Include payment with registration,
Ramada Inn East Airport

sent to:

Healthy
Leadership:

(Hamilton and Broad Streets) Healthy Congregations, Inc.

4801 East Broad Street 2199 East Main Street

COIUmbUS, OH 432] 3 COIUmbUS, OH 43209
Telephone: (614) 861-0321

LIVIng Wlll-h Ne rve Fax: (614) 861-8360 Contact the Office with Questions:

Telephone: (614) 384-4611
There are 35 king beds and 25 double beds

Fax: -4
reserved for Advanced Workshop participants ax: (800) 333-4857
under the name “Healthy Congregations.” The Email: inquiries@hcongregations.net
cost will be $69 per night. This cost includes a

hot breakfast in the morning. Shuttle service to

OC‘I‘Ober 8- ] O, 2007 and from airport is provided. Wireless internet
is available.
Columbus, Ohio

Internet: www.hcongregations.net

These rooms and rates are available only until
September 10, 2007. Each Healthy
Congregations participant will need to
reserve their own room for the event.

(614) 384-4611
www.hcongregations.net






The Advanced Workshop is
designed to help those already
trained as Healthy Congregations
facilitators grow in their
knowledge of systems theory and
its applications. This year’s theme
is: “Healthy Leadership: Living

with Nerve.” During the
Advanced Workshop you will

have opportunities to:
e connect with other facilitators

e work through a case study
from a systems perspective

e participate in a variety of
workshops and interest groups

e hear three well known
speakers on the topic of
leadership

e and develop a network of
other professionals whose
work is rooted in systems
thinking

Keynote Speakers

Margaret J. Marcuson: Rev. Marcuson is a leader
of leaders, ordained minister, and teacher and
student of human systems. She speaks and writes
on leadership and works with faith leaders
nationally as a consultant/coach through her
company Marcuson Leadership Circle. Her
seminar and conference speaking and consulting
crosses denominations. Margaret has a Master of
Divinity degree from the Pacific School of Religion
in Berkeley, and is an ordained American Baptist
minister and a member of the First Baptist Church
of Portland, OR. She is the author of 111 Tips to
Survive Pastoral Ministry.

Israel Galindo: Dr. Galindo is professor at the
Baptist Theological Seminary in Richmond,
Virginia. He is the author of several books,
including The Hidden Lives of Congregations
(Alban) which was named one of the "Ten Best
Books of 2005" by the Academy of Parish
Clergy. His most recent publication is How to Be
the Best Bible Study Leader Ever in the History of
the Universe” (Alban).

Peter Steinke: Dr. Steinke is in the process of
introducing his new book, Congregation
Leadership in Anxious Time: Being Calm and
Courageous No Matter What. He is currently a
consultant to congregations and the author of and
trainer for the “Bridgebuilder Process for
Troubled Churches” and “Healthy Congregations.”
He has worked with more than 175 congregations
in nine denominations and 15 states. He has
served as a parish pastor and has also published
Preaching the Theology of the Cross and How
your Church Family Works.

Schedule
Monday Oct 8, 2007

Programs this day will be held at the Ramada Inn. A
shuttle is available from the Port Columbus
International Airport to the Ramada

Noon  Registration Opens in the Lobby of the
Ramada Inn

1:30 Welcome, Announcements, Devotions
2:00 Plenary Session — Margaret Marcuson
3:15 Break

3:45 Plenary Session — Margaret Marcuson

6:00 Dinner and Small Group Gatherings at
local restaurants

Participants will have the opportunity to experience
and explore the diversity of Columbus. For dinner,
participants will break into small groups where they
will then proceed to various neighborhoods
throughout the area. Groups will have the option of
spending the evening dining and exploring German
Village, the Short North, Easton Towne Center, or
Bexley.

Tuesday Oct 9th, 2007
(Programs today will be held at Trinity Seminary.

Shuttle service from the Ramada Inn to the Seminary
will be available from 7:30-9:30 am)
Breakfast at the hotel

8:15 Opening, Devotions
8:30 Workshops

10:00 Chapel

10:30 Break

11:00 Case Study

12:15 Lunch

1:45 Plenary Session — Israel Galindo

3:00 Break

3:30 Plenary Session — Israel Galindo

5:00 Reception for Participants —
Book Signing with Speakers

6:00 Dinner — Community Celebration
of Facilitators

7:30 Leadership in Communities of
Faith: Marcuson, Galindo and
Steinke in Dialogue

(Shuttle service back to the hotel from the
seminary will be available following the
panel discussion.)

Wednesday Oct 10, 2007
(Programs will be held at Trinity Seminary.

Shuttle service will be available from the
hotel from 7:30 to 9 am)

Breakfast at the hotel

8:30 Opening, Devotions

8:45 Plenary Session — Peter Steinke
10:00 Interest Groups

11:15 Plenary Session — Peter Steinke
12:30 Closing

(Shuttles to the airport will be available

following closing announcements.)

Healthy Leadership Seminar Series

Now accepting applications for the
2007-2008 leadership year

Eight one day seminars

Dates: From 8:30 am to 4:30 pm - September 21,
October 12, November 16, January 18, February
15, March 28, April 18 and May 16

Cost: $900

Location: Trinity Lutheran Seminary, Columbus, OH
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10 Best Parenbing

Israel Galindo
Don Reagan

10 Best

Israel Galindo

10 Best Parenting
Ways to Ruin Your
Teenager, Israel
Galindo and Don
Reagan; and 10 Best
Parenting Ways to
Ruin Your Child, by
Israel Galindo.

Published by:
Educational Consultants

Order from:
Amazon.com

or directly from Educational
Consultants at:

igalindo@aol.com

Leadership in Ministry\Merkshops

hen | stopped in at the grocery store in Flagstaff,

Avrizona the day before Christmas and came out

with a dozen holiday rolls, my family—father,
step-mother, and husband—who were sitting in the car were a
little baffled. Wendie, my stepmother, asked, “You know
there are just four for Christmas dinner?”

“I know,” | replied.

What | didn’t say was that | had been thinking for months
about how to share with them what I have been learning for
the last six years at my Leadership in Ministry workshops.
Any time | shared about family systems, my father’s eyes
would glaze over. He always had this look that said, “Now
what are you telling people about our family?”

The answer was that through my case studies, | was telling my group over and over
again how well I functioned as a victim in my family of origin, in my hospice chaplaincy, in
my ministry and in my life. My loving and caring Colorado Springs group continued to chal-
lenge me on my willingness to be the identified patient and | was starting to listen to them.

| was starting to see that | was reacting automatically to well established patterns of
multigenerational behavior. | was starting to see that being a victim left me powerless and
depressed, giving me less access to my principles and beliefs. | wanted to acknowledge what
| believe my family was already beginning to glimpse, that I am finding clarity in my life and
coming into my power.

So Christmas day, my family and | walked to the nearby lake. We gathered into a
circle as | passed out one holy roll per person. In asilly and serious mood, I told my family
to reach out and really smash their roll.

I then simultaneously burst into tears and laughter and told my family, “My de-
pressed role (victim) in this family is for the birds. You may now feed the depressed rolls/
roles to the awaiting ducks.”

My family smiled, then laughed, told me they were proud, and hugs went around the
circle. The ducks were fed all twelve rolls—but only after they were smashed. We then con-
tinued to wander around the lake.

It was the best Christmas ever.

Debbie Highsmith
is in her seventh year at
the Colorado Springs LIM


http://www.amazon.com/Best-Parenting-Ways-Ruin-Teenager/dp/0971576556/sr=1-2/qid=1163194003/ref=pd_bbs_sr_2/002-4573537-7048027?ie=UTF8&s=books
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0971576505/ref=pd_rvi_gw_3/102-4293307-1527307?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance&n=283155
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Conceptual Similarities

Michael W. Gillen recently received his Ph.D. in Practical Theology from Union Theo-
logical Seminary and Presbyterian School of Christian Education in Richmond, VA. This
article is an excerpt from his dissertation, Conceptual Similarities: Responsibility, Self,
and Systemic Thinking in the Family Systems Theory of Murray Bowen and the Theology

of H. Richard Niebuhr.

ittle has been done to

connect Bowen The-

ory to specific Chris-
tian theologies or to evaluate
critically its relationship to
the Christian tradition. This is
not the first time that a psy-
chological model has been
used by the Christian com-
munity without being exam-
ined for compatibility. H.
Richard Niebuhr and Don S.
Browning raise concerns
about the coupling of various
psychological theories with
theology. In one of his earli-
est writings Niebuhr suggests
there can be significant prob-
lems with the marriage of
theology to psychology. Call-
ing it “a sterile union,” Nie-
buhr sharply criticizes the
psychology of religion move-
ment of his day as having
abandoned the true object of
theological study in favor of
the study of humanity. Nie-
buhr traces the origins of the
union of theology and psy-
chology back to the philoso-
phical move toward the sub-

ject and the theological work
of Schleiermacher to explain
religious doctrine in terms of
social consciousness and
individual experience. As
theology and psychology
were brought into a more
significant relationship, the
move was made to talk about
religious experience in terms
of psychological analysis.
Niebuhr suggests the result
of this union is to subjugate
religion in favor of psycho-
logical theories, making the
object of theology the inte-
rior life of humanity as it
relates to religious experi-
ence. Psychology becomes
the dominant partner, exert-
ing overt and covert influ-
ence on theology and dimin-
ishing the value and belief in
both God and the practices of
worship and prayer. Niebuhr
voices concerns that theol-
ogy would turn to a field of
study that often criticizes the
practice of religion by calling
its teachings fictitious or
assigning religious experi-

ences to the realm of psy-
chology. Niebuhr suggests
that theology can make better
use of psychology if it places
no special emphasis on psy-
chological theories or facts,
but gives psychology equal
status with all other sciences
and disciplines.
More recently, Don
S. Browning asserts both the
need to recognize the influ-
ence other disciplines can
have on theology and the
church as well as potential
dangers inherent in uncriti-
cally accepting the conclu-
sions made by sources that
fail to share the same intel-
lectual horizon.? While the
incorporation of knowledge
generated by the natural sci-
ences and the human sci-
ences can have beneficial
effects on the church, there is
the potential for ideologies—
particularly in the underlying
metaphysics and ethics of
other traditions—to conflict
with the Christian tradition.
For example, in Religious

Michael W. Gillen is the
pastor of Westhunt Baptist
Church in Richmond, where
he has served since 1997. He
began studying Bowen The-
ory in 1995 when a colleague
loaned him Ed Friedman’s
Generation to Generation,
and has participated in Lead-
ership In Ministry Workshops
and an ongoing coaching
group with Larry Matthews.
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Similarities, cont’d

Thought and the Modern Psy-
chologies: A Critical Conver-
sation in the Theology of Cul-
ture, Browning’s discussion
of humanistic psychologies
suggests there can be an un-
dercutting of the intentions
and teachings of the church
when a psychology is not
engaged theologically. The
result is a loss of theological
integrity. Browning demon-
strates that careful, rigorous,
critical conversations with
other disciplines preserve
theological integrity by iden-
tifying ideological differ-
ences. Such dialogue with
theories of other disciplines
also provides practical theol-
ogy with new sources of in-
sight and new perspectives
from which to interpret the
Christian faith.*

Browning identifies
a second concern related to
the specific field of pastoral
care and counseling, which
deals with the estrangement
of pastoral care from reli-
gious ethics. He suggests that
contemporary pastoral care
and counseling fail to provide
coherent perspectives on per-
sonal morality and values.
The combination of a secular-

ized culture, pluralism, and
psychology’s perception of
religious institutions, moral
philosophy and theology as a
root cause of mental illness
influences the way pastoral
care and counseling connect
modern psychologies with
the efforts of the church.’
Browning asserts that pas-
toral care is influenced by
these cultural factors and
psychology’s negative regard
for religion without critically
examining the impact on the
efforts of the church. Pas-
toral care either retreats into
a sectarian world that fails to
engage the culture or abdi-
cates the responsibility of
constructing and transmitting
personal morality to others.
Browning suggests
that an effort should be made
to bring a theological-ethical
perspective into conversation
with psychology, aiming to
preserve the integrity of the
theological perspective while
gaining from such dialogue a
greater understanding of the
human condition. What Nie-
buhr perceives as detrimental
to theology—the subjugation
of theology to the theories of
psychology—Browning

identifies as a continuing
trend in practical theology.
Both Browning and Niebuhr
suggest that theology should
remain true to its unique per-
spective, all the while con-
tinuing to engage other
sources of knowledge with
integrity and intelligibility.
If a Bowenian prac-
tical theology fails to do
this, it can fall into the trap
of simply looking at the
church as an emotional sys-
tem of humans, explaining
the phenomena of being hu-
man in terms of intercon-
nected emotional systems.
While it might be a useful
exercise for a pastor or pro-
fessor of pastoral leadership
to see a church through the
Bowen Theory lens, if this is
the only lens used to criti-
cally understand the church it
then fails to be a theological
endeavor. And if its philoso-
phical or ethical premises go
unexamined, the theologian
or clergy person misses an
opportunity to learn from or
comment upon these biases,
in which case Bowen’s influ-
ence is muted or unnoticed.

Leadership in Ministry\Merkshops

NOTES:

1H. Richard Niebuhr, “Theology
and Psychology: A Sterile Union,”
The Christian Century 44 (13 January
1927): 47-48.

2Don S. Browning, Religious
Thought and the Modern Psycholo-
gies: A Critical Conversation in the
Theology of Culture (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1987), 2-3.

3bid., 73-82.

4For Browning's description of a
critical conversation between practical
theology and other disciplines, see
Don S. Browning, A Fundamental
Practical Theology (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1991), 44-47, 68-71.

5Don S. Browning, “The Estrange-
ment of Pastoral Care from Ethics.” In
The Challenge of Psychology to
Faith, Steven Kepnes and David
Tracy, eds., (New York: Seabury,
1982), 10-11.

6lbid., 11-12.
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ow does one
evaluate the ef-
fectiveness of the

Leadership in Ministry
Workshops? | think this is
a question that leaders of
every such endeavor
should regularly ask and
attempt to answer. I'm
aware that there are many
different ways to evaluate
and that each has its own
unigue perspective and
provides its unique insights
and observations.

As | have reflected
on this question during
these seventeen workshop
years, | keep remembering
Ed Friedman'’s often-
repeated words: “A test of
one’s self-differentiation is
what's happening to the
people around you. If any-
one is moving toward a

A Message from the
LIM Coordinator

Larry Matthews reflects on seventeen years of
Leadership in Ministry Workshops

higher level of self-
differentiated functioning,
that will affect the function-
ing of others in their rela-
tional systems.” | did not
hear him
saying that
we have the
power to
change
other peo-
ple. But | did
hear him
saying that
our function-
ing can and does affect
(change) the emotional
process of our relational
systems and, therefore,
presents others with the
opportunity to respond in
ways of their own choos-
ing. Things will not be the
same because the bal-
ance (homeostasis) has
been disturbed. Whether
the responses to the
changes will be viewed as
‘positive’ or ‘negative’ will

As | have reflected on
this question during
these seventeen work-
shop years, | keep re-
membering Ed Fried-
man’s often-repeated

words . .

LAWRENCE E. MATTHEWS

be determined by the re-
sponders themselves, and
those doing the evalua-
tions.
| think our news-
letter articles
communicate
something of the
effect the work-
shops are hav-
ing upon partici-
pants and fac-
ulty-coaches. |
value these ‘self-
definition’ state-
ments as evidence that
workshop participation
encourages (1) increased
levels of self-differentiated
functioning in both one’s
personal life and vocation,
and (2) reflection upon
that process. These are
not guaranteed results,
but for seventeen years
they have been frequently
realized possibilities.
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I srael

fter a couple of consultations with two pastors related to ap-

proaching leadership from a systems perspective, each, on sepa-
rate occasions, asked me, “Are these things written anywhere? Is there a book?”
I gave them a list of good “systems books” off the top of my head, but I realized
that some of the things 1’d been sharing would not be easily tracked down. A lot
of what of what | shared comprised of “oral tradition,” things 1’d learned, read,
overheard, or acquired from others about leadership in ministry.

In an effort to be helpful, and to test my own thinking related to what 1’d
shared | decided to compile a working list of “rules.” These are what | call
“derivative rules,” meaning that while they are based on what Bowen Family
Systems Theory (BFST) says about relationship systems, they pertain primarily
to the congregational system. These “rules” are a mix of axioms, guidelines, and
principles that capture in a phrase some of the important things to remember re-
lated to leadership in the congregational setting.

You’ll recognize some of these, and you probably have a personal story
or two for several. I’m sure you have your own rules to add to the list—ones that

Galindo

The Rules

A short course to effective
systems functioning in the
congregational setting.

Recommended books
on BFST

Edwin Friedman, Generation to
Generation (Gilford Press) and A
Failure of Nerve (Seabury
Books).

Roberta Gilbert, Extraordinary
Relationships (Wiley), The Eight
Concepts of Bowen Theory
(Leading Systems Press), and
Extraordinary Leadership
(Leading Systems Press).

Ronald Richardson, Creating a
Healthier Church (Augsburg For-
tress), Becoming a Healthier Pas-
tor (Augsburg Fortress), Family
Ties That Bind (Self Counsel).

Peter Steinke, Healthy Congrega-
tions: A Systems Approach
(Alban), How Your Church Family
Works (Alban), Congregational
Leadership in Anxious Times
(Alban).
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address other aspects of leadership in ministry, or a well-turned phrase that makes these in-
sights memorable to you. These are just some of the “rules” I’ve used when coaching clergy
as a way to help them remember the dynamics of emotional process and of the leadership
function related to it. They may appear like a laundry list as you read along, so let me pro-
vide the thread that runs through them: the leadership function of the pastor has to do with
the systemic nature of congregations as emotional systems. Pastoral leaders are those per-
sons who occupy the chief, or a primary, position of leadership in the congregational set-
ting: a senior pastor, a rabbi, a pastor, an interim pastor, and to some extent, pastoral staff.
The intersections between ministry and theology and BFST are that both deal with (1) the
nature of relationships, and (2) striving to understanding the nature of persons. Ministry is
about relationships—and systems theory is all about how people relate to one another.

Rule 1: You are responsible for your own functioning, not that of your
congregation or staff.

One major trap for clergy is the widespread demand that they take responsibility for things .
“The position most dan-

that rightly are not theirs. This is exacerbated by the prevalent propensity of pastors to ac- gerous to a leader’s
; : : : : health is what | call the
13 7 ')
cept that demand. After all, they are in the business of “salvation” and redemption, right? g TS e
In this regard, it’s helpful to remember that a congregation is an example of a in which the leader feels
. . . . ] ] . ) responsible for keeping a
chronically anxious system. The issue is not that a congregation will experience acute anxi-  system together.”

(Friedman, A Failure of

ety every once in a while, it’s that it is an anxious system. Chronically anxious systems Nerve, p. 221)

come about when the system is structured for it: when someone in the system is made re-
sponsible for someone else’s functioning. For example, when pastors are made responsible
for people’s faith or for the functioning of their staff; when youth ministers are made re-
sponsible for the behavior and spirituality of teenagers; when the staff is made responsible
for people’s attendance and participation in church programs; or, when a committee is made
responsible for how much money people give.

The fact of the matter is that the leader can only take responsibility for his or her
own functioning, not that of others. To attempt to do otherwise is to set oneself up for burn-
out, for being willful, for falling into patterns of overfunctioning, or for dramatic and inva-
sive boundaries violations. Needless to say the less differentiated or mature persons in the
system will not be able to appreciate this stance, especially during times of acute anxiety.
The call to “do something about” a staff person or a church member or a committee will
often be the demand placed on the pastor of a congregation, followed by the insistence that
“it’s your job to ensure that people do what they’re supposed to.” The wise leader knows
that his or her job is not to think for or micromanage others, rather, to challenge persons to-
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ward responsibility, and to hold them accountable for their behaviors and choices.

The trap in this rule is that lazy people have great capacity to use good theory for
poor ends. For the lazy leader, it’s too easy to say, “That’s not my responsibility.” So it’s
important to get clear about what is your responsibility and your appropriate function as the
leader in the system.

Rule 2: Your congregation is not your family.

The fact is that, despite the warm metaphor we commonly use, a congregation is NOT a
family. A congregation is a localized, institutionalized expression of a larger social system:
the organized religious system.* The relationship that clergy have with their congregations
often leads to seductive enmeshment. But until you understand what a congregation is, it’s
unlikely you’ll be able to provide the leadership it needs.

While it’s helpful to understand that a congregation is not a family, it often is more
helpful to remember that your congregation is not your family. Staying committed to doing
one’s family of origin work will often provide a corrective to this confusion. How often has
a pastor not been able to challenge an acting out lay leader because that person stirs up emo-
tional process issues related to the father-son or father-daughter relationship in the pastor’s
family? Or how often has a pastor not been able to provide effective pastoral care for a fam-
ily in crisis because he finds himself thrust into family emotional process that strikes too
close to home? And how many times does a young minister feel crushed and rejected at not
being able to be “accepted” by a family-sized/style church whose members are clearer about
family boundaries than the pastor? Unless you are a patriarch pastor of a family-church, it’s
helpful to remember that your congregation is not your family.

Rule 3: Your congregation may not be your church.

While the fact is that we all need community, the paradox about ministry is that more often
than not, the congregations that pastors lead may never be their “church.” Clergy occupy a
particular and unique place in the congregational system, and the things that church mem-
bers seek of their church is often not available to clergy.

I think it’s possible to find “church” within your congregation, and | think you can
develop intimate personal friendships with congregational members. But issues related to
the pastor’s position in the system often means that a pastor will never experience his or her
own congregation as “church” (sometimes that extends to the pastor’s family as well). Is-
sues such as tenure, a disparity in the stages of faith of the pastor and the church, a clash of

!Israel Galindo, The
Hidden Lives of Congre-
gations (Herndon, VA:
The Alban Institute,
2004).

See Galindo, The Hid-
den Lives of Congrega-
tions for more on pas-
toral leadership func-
tioning in the different
size/style congrega-
tions.

“There is a tilt toward the
togetherness end of the
scale, however, when a
relationship system be-
comes emotionally re-
gressed.”

(Friedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 25)
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culture (educational, socio-economic, social, ethnic), or a difference in spirituality styles can

often result in enough differences that preclude the pastors from finding “church” in their
own congregations.

Rule 4: You cannot separate pastoral leadership functioning from
family of origin emotional process.

Perhaps it’s the vocational aspect of “being a pastor” that makes for such a strong connec-

tion between the family-of-origin and the congregational functioning of the pastoral leader.
I think it is truer than we may want it to be, that we lead our congregations out of our posi-
tion in our family of origin.

For example, one of the most interesting insights you’ll likely attain is how much
you function in your congregational system out of the birth order in your family. You will
likely run a meeting, relate to your staff, and even preach in “the voice” out of your birth
order than any other quality or professional practice, technique, management style, or
“leadership style.” There often are deeper issues here, like living out the ecclesiastical call-
ing that came from your family or a person in your family (usually “Mom”); or seeking pa-
ternal approval, or seeking to meet validation needs, or even, finding redemption. The les-
son here: do your family of origin work!

Rule 5: Your context has more influence on your functioning than
factors like personality or skills

One of the most powerful concepts of systems theory is that when we enter an emotional
system, we become a part of it. And despite illusions of individuality and self-
determination, the fact is that the systems of which we are a part ultimately influence us
more that we influence the system. In terms of pastoral leadership, the contextual factors of
a congregation will have more influence on our function than will personality or leadership
skills. Specifically, things like the congregational culture, the congregational size/style, its
spirituality style, lifespan stage, homeostatic forces, and homeostatic emotional process.
For example, as soon as a pastor enters the system in the position of leader, he or
she automatically occupies one point of several systemic triangles. Some of those triangles
will be systemic “Monster Triangles” that are part of both the homeostasis and the structure
of the system. Those monster triangles are multi-generational and likely have been the bane
and burden of every pastoral leader to occupy that position in the system—they come with
the job! One way to manage one’s anxiety is to remind oneself that “this is not about me,”

““Leaders must not only
develop vision, persis-
tence, and stamina, but
also understand hat the
problems they encounter
may stem from their own
unresolved family issues. .

.(I.:riedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 27-28).

For more on birth
order characteristics
see Richardson and
Richardson, Birth
Order and You (Self
Counsel Press,
2000).

“The functioning of indi-
viduals in any institution is
not determined by their
nature (personality) but by
their position within a
relationship system, as
well as by what other
“cells” will permit them to
do.”

(Friedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 168)
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even when it feels like it!

But lest we be too hard on congregational systems, let’s remember that we bring our
own emotional-anxiety triangles with us into the system, and we’ll likely take our personal
triangles with us when we leave—much to the relief of our congregation, for it’s likely that
we’ve hooked them into occupying a part of our triangles as well.

Rule 6: Never be afraid of losing (firing) underfunctioning, immature,
or incompetent staff.

I’m always amazed at the level of underfunctioning, if not simple ineptitude, that congrega-
tions tolerate from their leaders. | suppose it can be considered the downside of Christian
charity. But if you are the leader in the system and you tolerate the low performers and the
immature in the system, you’ll lose your best people first. There is no quicker way to de-
value the good work of the best people you have than to tolerate those who are irresponsible
or just not up to par. And in times of crisis and anxiety, your best people will be your most
valuable resource when you most need it. Effective leaders move toward and cultivate
strength and health in the system.

Rule 7: If you've had a string of dysfunctional churches, the problem is
probably with you and not with the churches.

Have you ever heard a pastor say, “Why is it that no matter what church I got to | always
end up with the same bunch of @&#* idiots?!” If you’ve had a string of dysfunctional
churches, the problem is probably with YOU and not the churches. One explanation is that
health attracts health and dysfunction attracts dysfunction. We each tend to be attracted to
certain emotional field of homeostatic patterns because we like what we know and resist
change and challenge. We all have our neuroses of choice; we prefer the pain we know.
Emotional and spiritual co-dependency often are the ties that bind clergy and congregations
together.

Rule 8: Don’t expect spiritual maturity from persons who are
emotionally immature.

There is a point of intersection between one’s emotional maturity, capacity for self-
differentiation, and one’s spiritual maturity. False piety is the last refuge of the willful, and
the content of spiritual language often masks a multitude of sins. Knowing how to discern

“Chronic illness is an
adaptation to a rela-
tionship.”

(Friedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 181)

“Anyone who wishes to
advance our species or an
institution must possess
those qualities which those
who have little sense of
self will perceive as nar-
cissistic.”

(Friedman, A Failure of
Nerve, p. 178)
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the disparity between content of speech and function allows us to respond better to those
whose relationship with the church is too wrapped up in issues of pseudo-self or unresolved
family-of-origin issues they are trying to work out in the congregational system.

However, because religion and beliefs do not trump biology, I think it is not very
helpful to spend time questioning people’s motives. Regardless of our desire to believe oth-
erwise, most of us are driven more by our emotions than by our rationality. The brain’s Job
1 is survival, physical and then existential. The amygdale is the first organ in the brain to be
fully developed at birth, and is the only organ in the brain that is not connected to the cortex.
This walnut-sized organ at the base of our brain (just behind the eyeballs) stores memories : /
associated with emotional events (fear, anger, threat (fight/flight), etc.). But because it is not
directly connected to the parts of our brain that process cognition, when we’re anxious we
have great difficulty connecting feeling and thinking, or reflecting on what we are experi-
encing (which is a good thing, really. If we come across a hungry tiger we want our amyg-
dale to induce panic, get the adrenalin going and startle us into flight, rather than allow our
frontal lobe to become enchanted with the aesthetic beauty of the animal and pause in con-
templative admiration).

Most people are not aware enough of the cause of their behaviors, feelings, or ac-
tions (that is, their internal emotional process) to understand their motivation. (I’ve heard
one of the most mature, educated and rational church members say to me, after getting
caught up the passions of a church crisis, “I don’t know what happened to me. I just went
crazy.”). Most of us aren’t smart enough to know what motivates us to do the things we do,
either. So, it is more helpful to focus on how a person functions than on what he or she says.
In other words, focus on emotional process, not content, and allow people their right to go
crazy every once in a while.

Rule 9: If you have to chose between feelings and facts, choose facts.

The biggest trap for the immature and undifferentiated is the inability to distinguish fact
from feeling. Remember that in Bowen’s scale of differentiation, the higher you are on the
scale the greater your capacity to separate feeling from thinking. Facts have no meaning in
and of themselves; they are “just facts.” We tend to “interpret” facts by the experience of
our emotions. Or, more precisely, by the feelings that we associate with certain “facts” or
the perception of fact. If we can separate unhelpful learned emotional from facts (like guilt,
fear, or panic), then the facts become a resource. Facts can give perspective for discernment;
anxiety only yields myopia.
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Rule 10: If you have to choose between principles and relationships,
choose principles.

This is one of those rules that at first pass sounds “anti-Christian” and counter-intuitive. We
are taught that relationship is at the heart of what it means to be Christian and at the center
of what it means to be “in community.” That, to be loving, patient, longsuffering, and for-
giving are paramount Christian values. But the point here is that a self-differentiated leader
holds well-articulated guiding beliefs and values that allow him or her to discern the differ-
ence between moving toward a life goal (a life calling or vision) and being enmeshed and
held back by those who prefer homeostasis.

The leader often has to make choices based on what is best for the system as a
whole rather than what is convenient, or best, for individuals in the system. The critical
leadership function of providing a vision for the system means that clergy often will need to
make a commitment to the principles and values that lead toward the realization of a vision,
or the integrity of the mission, over the desires, or needs, of certain individuals in the sys-
tem. Of course, the undifferentiated lack the capacity to tolerate distance, or to appreciate
when someone is moving toward their own goals and dreams. For them, it will feel like
abandonment and callousness, and will often result in reactivity like sabotage or seduction.

Rule 11: You are a pastor in the middle of the story of a congregation.

One of the most mystical, and most powerful, concepts in BFST is that of the multigenera-
tional transmission process of relationship systems. This multigenerational process is a pow-
erful force at work in biological families and in congregations, which are a form of commu-
nity. When pastors become leaders in their congregations they inherit some things that have
come down from the generations that they cannot change, and some things they should not
change—regardless of how un-aesthetic, un-theological, or un-sophisticated it may be.

This multigenerational force is so powerful that often it seems to have the force of a
tidal wave or tsunami. Author Edwin Friedman has been cited as saying how little change
he’d seen in his congregation despite almost thirty years of effort. Plus ce change, plus ce
meme chose. “The more things change....” If you do ministry with integrity you will leave
legacies and may make some difference, but in the large scheme of things, those changes
will be minimal; perhaps inconsequential. Enter well and leave well. In the meantime, be a
good steward and have fun.
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Rule 12: Preaching is a function, not performance.

Preaching is a function related to the position of the pastor (leader) in the congregational
context, and his or her relationship with the congregation, as much as it is about hermeneuti-

cal interpretations of the text. Preaching in the congregational setting requires giving atten- ~ Sce |Srael Galindo

“What's Systems The-

tion to systemic issues about the position and function of leader in the system, including: :J[)y Sj%t To Do With
- . . . . ; t7 ressing con-
providing vision, ensuring corporate memory (being the communal storyteller), being pro- gregations’ emotional

phetic (challenging the homeostasis), functioning as the differentiated “head” of the system, ~ Processes in our ser-
mons,” Congregations

guarding the system from opportunistic viruses, etc. (This instead of sending messages like, (Spring 20_?73. fora
. . more detailed treat-

“I need you to like me,” or, “You’d be lost without me,” or, “I have all the answers, don’t ment of this concept.

think for yourselves.”). | suspect that the overfocus on preaching as performance has a lot to

do with the anxiety related to pastors’ lack of working on Self, issues of competence, and

their relationship with the congregation.

Rule 13: If you don’t understand your congregation’s culture, you’'ll likely
never be able to effect developmental change.

Culture is one of the most powerful elements in any system, yet it seems to be one of the
least understood and most underappreciated areas that pastoral leaders address. Culture is a
corporate dimension that develops over time—it is not “invented.” It is multigenerational,
and it helps a congregation define “who we are because of what we do.”

Culture consists of things like: corporate values, norms, practices, rituals and rites,
narratives, artifacts, and ways of being together. Culture, in part, determines how people
enter a system and leave it, who belongs and who does not, and what roles and functions the
members of the system play. Unless pastors understand that they carry out ministry within
the contextual culture of the congregation | suspect they will never be able to effect devel-
opmental change in that system.

Rule 14: Leadership is not about managing systemic anxiety.

You have probably heard this one before, but it’s so fundamental and such a common mis-
understanding that it’s worth repeating. The function of leadership is not about lowering or
managing systemic anxiety—it’s more about managing homeostasis dynamics.

So much systemic anxiety is perceived to be about “change” that we lose sight of
the fact that change is the norm, not the exception. Systems will always deal with change—
internally and externally driven; evolutionary, developmental, crisis-oriented, planned, etc.
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The point of anxiety is probably more about the forces of homeostasis than about the reality
of change. But, the more important perspective is that leadership is about those functions
related to one’s position in the system, so ultimately, it’s about managing one’s self on the
midst of change and in the face of homeostasis. This is very hard.

Rule 15: When anxiety peaks, focus on principles, not issues.

Some of the most frequent calls I get from pastors have to do with “issues” in their congre-
gations. This is not surprising since anxious systems (and anxious persons) focus on issues,
namely, “content,” and the emotional capital they invest in them. Remember that those who
lack self-differentiation lack a capacity to distinguish fact from feeling or self (identify)
from content (belief). It does not take long before the focus on “issues” by ideologues or the
insistent in the system results in blaming, choosing sides, and fingerpointing. If not checked,
the anxiety feeds on itself and cycles into scapegoating and focusing on “others.” You’ll
know you’ve reached a crisis point when the most anxious in the system focus on by-laws,
insist on conformity, and call for ultimatums.

High-functioning leaders can recognize the difference between content and process,
and there can discern what really is going on. Low functioning leaders will often go into
overdrive and address issues-oriented crises by offering the scapegoat, re-organizing, micro-
managing, or throwing themselves into “action.” Look for these reactive automatic re-
sponses, and never confuse them with “having a plan” or “taking care of the problem.”

Well-functioning leaders will focus on the things that will help get through a crisis
in the most healthy ways. They will focus on: Principles, Emotional process, Functioning,
Vision, Identity, and Challenge (as opposed to issues, anxiety, content, crisis, others, and
conformity). This requires courage and toughness. People may not “like” you.

Conclusion

“Rules” can serve as guidelines, and are handy shortcuts to good functioning in times of
anxiety. But, in the sort run, there are no determinative indicators for how things will turn
out. Ministry and congregational leadership are complex and messy human enterprises that
involve people who are imperfect, fallible, and often passionate (and at times, passionate
about the wrong things). You can do all the right things and still lose. You can follow
sound process and end up with the wrong outcome. You can have the best of motives and
still do a lot of harm. On the other hand, in the long run, yes, you can make a determinative
comment about how things will turn out—everything ends. So, keep it in perspective. &
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