A Note to Church Leaders

 Many years ago, during one particularly difficult season of church life, I was given a little book called The Three Kings by Gene Edwards to read. It’s an historical allegory of Saul, David and Absalom and their dysfunctional power struggles. The theme of the book is that leaders need to be broken before they can be used, which often means releasing control even if God has given us authority by our positions. I remember crying as I encountered these truths because in my desire to not have messy things happen in the flock (and with me) I realized that my care for the church had, at times, been too controlling and overprotective. That was a turning point for me. I told God that I really did want to be a broken man more than a “successful” man, and on that day I took a significant step in dying to success in human terms.


But that didn’t stop church life from being messy. And if our hearts aren’t pure before God, we will certainly contribute to the mess. I’ve done my share. And it fills me with grief whenever I think about it. If our hearts as leaders aren’t living out the reality of the beatitudes as described in Chapter 1, then our responses will be contaminated every time we receive criticism about our leadership, every time there’s a board meeting disagreement, and every time we face a difficult personality challenge. Without a priority given to relationship (“coming”) and righteousness (“becoming” and “love”) we will certainly hinder our people from following Jesus well. We can’t expect their spirituality to be much greater than our own.


Leading a church is the most challenging thing I’ve ever attempted to do, particularly in finding the balance between listening and leading. On the one hand the people of the church should be honored as Spirit-indwelt people and brought into decision-making. On the other hand open discussion can cause sides to form, immaturity to be vocal, and a lot of energy to be spent. In a similar tension, leaders desire to please their flock. But sometimes we must make choices that are often unpopular. “Servant leadership” is a great term and I believe in it, but living it out is immensely challenging!  


Paul instructs his pupil, Timothy, with these words:

“Watch your life and doctrine closely.” (1 Timothy 4:16) 

The best way to do this is to invite a man or woman of God into your life who has the heart of a pastor (inquires into your heart, empathizes with your struggles) but the courage of a prophet (able to speak spiritual truth to you even if it’s unpopular). I thank God for the men like this in my life. They are more valuable than gold. 


In addition, to watch life and doctrine closely a leader must maintain regular times of self-reflection in the presence of God. Using the themes of this book would be one way to keep your heart and mind drenched in the life of God for you. Also reading books like Authentic Leadership by Bill Hybels or In the Name of Jesus by Henri Nouwen can help keep your spirit accountable to the One you serve.


A woman in our church grew up as a “PK”—pastor’s kid—in a growing church in the 1950’s. When tensions began to grow over certain standards of holiness in the church (like playing sports on Sunday and going to movies) her dad became a lightening rod for criticism. Denominational leaders only fueled the division, so when her dad was disaffirmed by the congregation as their pastor, it left her angry and disillusioned about church leaders for years. By God’s grace, the ten churches she has been part of since then have each contributed different levels of healing, and thankfully our church and a “Celebrate Recovery” ministry here have further helped her. But it’s been a long and often hard road.  


We leaders have the potential to bless, and the potential to hurt. I’m glad that my three children have weathered church hurts without losing their love for the church. It speaks well of the churches they have experienced. And I hope and pray that the list is small of the people who would point to me for their lack of love for the church of Jesus Christ.


The church is God’s treasured possession. And, my fellow leader, it’s entrusted to you and me. That’s a weighty thought. Some pastors have a view of God’s sovereignty that says God will accomplish his purposes in our churches with or without us. I don’t see that in the scriptures. The pain, apostasy, conflicts and power struggles I see point to a battle for purity. Yes, at the end of the age God will have his pure bride. But what we do—or don’t do—here on earth makes a huge difference. To those who have been given much, much will be required (Luke 12:48). I tremble in holy fear. And I cling to his grace. 
