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Chapter 1

Introduction

Inthefdl of 1989, | received an invitation that would change both my life and my
ministry. | wasinvited to attend alecture in New Y ork City to be given by Dr. Edwin

Friedmann, the author of Generation to Generation, which is astudy of systems theory for

congregations. The presentation was designed for dl care providers. The audience was solit
equally between mentd hedth professonds and clergy. As Dr. Friedmann began to spesk, |
found mysdlf lislening with increased interest. 1t was my first exposure to systems theory, and |
was gruck by how many of hisideas rang true to my experience. During the course of his
lecture, Dr. Friedmann talked about congregationd life as an emotiond process, about how the
dynamics of the whole group were greater than any one individud, about how clergy can be
caught in the many overlapping triangles that are found in every parish, and about how the
pastor needs to sdlf-differentiate. The language was new and the ideas were provocative.

Of particular Sgnificance to me were Dr. Freidmann’s comments about the need and
chdlenge of leedership in parish ministry. | couldn’t have agreed more. Much of what Dr.
Friedmann was sharing about the congregation as a system, and the leadership role of the pastor
within that system was clearly my experience in the parish. So many of theillustrations he used
touched my own concerns and struggles. At the end of the lecture, | left the hal knowing that |
would look at pastord ministry and congregationd life is avery different way. | had ataste and

wanted more. | fdt asthough | had been handed a map to parish ministry. It didn't give me



step-by-step directions, but it did give me alay of the land, away of seeing the emotiond
landscape more clearly. Systems theory helped me to make better sense of my experience asa
pastor and to understand the role | played as aleader in the congregation’slife.

Friedmann’slecture came a acrucid timein my lifeand minigry. | had beenin the
minigry for twelve years, nine years serving atwo-point parish in Maryland and three years a
Zion Lutheran Church in Oldwick, New Jersey, where | am presently serving. | was a veteran
parish pastor and, like other pastors, had my share of Soriesto tel. By grouping the stories
together, | redized that many of them reveded patterns that repeated themsdlves again and
again, and unlike fairy tdes, not dl the stories had happy endings. | dso redized that parish
minisry was emotionaly draining, and as | looked at the coming years, | did not want to
burnout or to make my family pay the price. Systems theory gave me away to understand
those parish goriesin anew and hdpful way. It gave me an indght into the emotional processes
surrounding me as a parish pagtor. It gave me a clearer understanding of my role asaleader in
the midst of those emotions. Systems theory changed the way | functioned as apastor. Over
time, | have seen the benefits for my family, my congregation, and mysdf. All of thisleads meto
the purpose of this paper.

Sincethat first lecture nearly fifteen years ago, | have devoted a great ded of timeto
exploring sysems theory and itsimplications for parish ministry. | am ill learning and
discovering. In my reading and study, one of the pieces that | have found missing, or & least not
fully explored in systems theory, has been a bridge between systems thinking and the biblica
witness. Certainly, systems theory has been gpplied to the parish and pastord minitry, dl of

which, | believe, has been beneficid. However, the gpplication has come out of the socid



sciences, S0 the biblica witness has not shaped the ingghts or implications of sysemstheory. |
believe that the two do not need to remain separate, that systems theory and the biblical witness
are not only compatible with each other but that they are connected to each other in significant
ways. | believe that systems theory can be found in and through scripture, and that the biblical
witness can be an important tool in evauating and gpplying systemsthinking. The two can be
brought into harmony as a modd for parish minidry.

| redlize that no single paper can provide dl the bridges, and | have not atempted to do
s0. | have limited mysdf to one bridge, one piece of the puzzle. It isleadership. | want to
explore the connection between systems theory’ s understanding of Ieadership and the biblica
witness s understanding of leadership, especidly Jesus understanding as found in Luke 22:24-
30. InJesus critic of authority in that passage, an image of servant leadership emerges that
informs parish ministry. Servant leadership is one of many models of leadership found in the
scriptures, but isthe only one that | will be usng. | am dso limiting mysaf to looking for pogtive
connections between the two models. Clearly, differences exigt, but that is not the purpose of
this paper. Findly, | bring to the paper a practica focus. | will use my experience asaparish
pastor to support and illustrate points dong with citing published readings and research.

To explore the connection between system and servant leadership, this paper will flow
in the direction of my own discoveries about leadership as a parish pagtor. | will begin with the
concept of leadership as viewed from a systems perspective. | will borrow from the work of
Dr. Edwin Friedman and Dr. Peter Steinke, both of whom have done a grest deal of work with
systems and the parish. | will begin to outline the broad strokes of systems theory by using Dr.

Steinke' s book, How Y our Church Family Works. From that genera description, | will move




to the specific implications of systems theory and then to the role of leadership within a
congregation. Along theway, | will use my experience in the parish to illudtrate the points being
made. From systemstheory, | will move to the concept of servant leadership asfound in the
Gospd of Luke, specificaly to the words of Jesus asfound in Luke 22:24-30. Those verses
Spesk directly to the issue of leadership. In the generd discussion of thetext, | will againusea

guide. Thistimeit will be Dr. Peter Nelson whose book L eadership and Discipleship: A Study

of Luke 22:24-30 has been particularly hepful to me. Using Dr. Ndson'singghts, | will outline

a gecific understanding of servant leadership and again incorporate that understanding into my
experience in the parish. Here, the framework is my own design. Though | read numerous
books on servant |eadership, no one book stood out asaguide. In many of them, Jesus serves
as an example, but the connections are either indirect or based on hislife rather than hiswords.
Since my focusison what Jesus said in Luke, | decided to keep my reflections based on the
text.

In conclusion, | will draw positive connections between the two models of leadership as
found in systems theory and in Luke' s gospd. From that blended understanding, | will illustrate
the connections through one fina extended example from my experience in the parish. My hope
is that the connections will be both compelling and helpful. Parish leadership for any pastor or
lay leader is never easy. The modds explored in this paper are meant to ease the burden.
Neither mode is complete and each haslimits. Systems leadership can cregte the appearance
of an emotional distancing that does not serve the pastor or the parish. Servant leadership is not
ardationd mode that serves every stuaion. However, both moded s have been sgnificant

paradigms for me that continue to challenge and guide. Both have asssted me in my ministry



and have helped me become, in many ways, a more effective pastor even as| continue to

discover and learn.



CHAPTER 2
AN UNDERSTANDING OF SYSTEM S

My firg god isto present an understlanding of leadership as found in systems theory.

To do this, | need to eaborate a basic background in systems theory. | will use Dr. Steinke as
aquide, for out of that background, a pattern for leadership will emerge.
Systems Theory

Systems theory looks at redity by seeing not just the parts but more importantly, the
interconnection of the parts to each other. System theory is aworld of interrelatedness For
example, look at aliving organisam. It has hundreds of parts. They can be listed, catalogued,
and understood individudly. However, aliving organiam is more than those individud parts. To
understand an organism, one needs to see how the parts interact with each other. Inamammd,
the brain sends messages to the lungs to breathe. The lungs supply oxygen to the blood. The
blood feeds the heart. The heart pumps blood and needed oxygen to the brain. They are dl
interrelated or in other words, they are asystem. Of course, thisis just asmple example of a
much more complex process, but it makes the point.

A congregation can be seen asasystem. In my firgt parish, | became very aware of the
grapevine. | didn’'t know the concept of systems at that time, but | could see that both
congregationsin my smdl two- point parish in western Maryland were interrelated both literdly
and emotionaly. Everyone was a part of the “family”, the sysem. If | visted one member of

the congregation, everyone would know about it. It was asthough

! Peter L. Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works: Understanding Congregations as Emational Systems
(New York: Alban Institute, Inc., 1993), 3.




| had vidted everyone. That one vist set the grapevine in motion through the rest of the
congregation. Thiswas the operation of a system and was avery positive dynamic. Of course
the opposite was dso true. |1f someone became offended by something | did or said, the same
grapevine would be set in mation, but thistime it would represent a negetive dynamic. 1t soon
became clear that | needed to view the parish as awhole rather than asindividud “parts’. At
thetime, | didn’t use the language of a system, but the operation of a system iswhat | was
experiencing.
Major Concepts
Loops

Systems theory thinksin loops rather that lines? 1t does not think in astraight line
where A causes B, but it maintainsthat A and B both impact each other. Every causeisan
effect and every effect isacause® Linear thinking works in the physical world where thereisa
graght-line trandfer of force. Hit abdl with abat and the ball islaunched into the fied.
However, linear thinking bresks down in the world of living things, the world
of systems. Hit aperson with a bat and the response will be greetly varied. The person may
run away, the person may drop to the ground in tears, or the person may attack. Striking
another person setsin motion al kinds of forces and possibilities that have the capacity to loop

back around.

2 Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 4.
®bid., 4.




One can see this dynamic in the parish. In my present congregation, one of the favorite
ways of communicating has been the use of email. Thisworks wel when the intent issSmply to
send information. Difficulties arise when people want to give orders
for othersto follow. Anindividua hopesthat by sending orders to someone through e-mail, the
person receiving those orders will respond positively. In other words, the orders will be
followed. Of course, communication within asystem is not linear and the response is not pre-
set. People are amazed when e-mail doesn't work that directly, but the reasonissmple. Ina
living system, the range of responses is much grester. Someone may indeed follow the orders
lad out inthe e-mail. Someone else may condder the orders and come up with another idea.
Still others may be offended by being ordered while others may be confused or hurt. In some
cases, e-mails may be returned to the sender. Thinking in terms of loopsis a better paradigm in
systems theory than thinking in alinear way.

Petterns

Systems theory understands that when interaction takes place between the various
parts, recognizable patterns emerge. A child asksfor acookie. The parent says“no”’. The
child beginsto whine. The parent gives into the whining and gives the child a cookie. The child
isrewarded for causing afuss, and the pattern of whining and reward is reinforced and
repeated. Thislearned behavior becomes an established pattern. Systems maintain patterns,
which is called homeogtass (literaly, “to stay the same?’).* The principle is seen in biological

systems. Physiologist Walter B. Cannon was the first to employ the term.® He recognized

* Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 6.
® Ibid., 6.




homeostatic mechanisms for the maintenance of temperature, sdt, fluids, and blood sugar. The
body regulates these components to prevent being overwhelmed by outside change or to
restore the balance after the change happens.® Baance is needed for hedlth. These same
forces come into place in socid systems and o there is the keeping of tradition and following
rules.

Thisis certainly true within the parish. On more that one occasion | have heard the cry,
“We ve dways doneit that way.” This can serve agood purpose. Relationship sysems
require stability and so the balancing forces serve apurpose.” The difficulty isthat these forces
can aso keep the range of responses narrow and less adaptable. This quality may be good
biologicaly, but not socidly. The child who whines and then is rewarded may represent a stable
pattern of behavior, but not necessarily a healthy one.

Thisisdso true for congregations. The parish that | presently serve has along history
of never incurring adebt. When | arrived as the pastor, borrowing money was not the way
things were done. This gpproach stretches dl the way back to the beginning of the parish. The
tradition has served the congregation well, but it has dso had the impact of limiting wheat the
congregation might do in the future. A number of years ago, the congregation had to face avery
ggnificant issue. We were literdly running out of room and had to consider amgor building

program. If borrowing money could not be an

® Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 6.
" Ibid., 8.
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option, how would the congregation grow? How coud the facilities keep up with the increasing
demands of ministry? How could we expand our ministry? We hit aroadblock. In this case,
homeostasis got in the way. Stable patterns are not dways the best patterns.

Functioning Pogtions

System theory looks at how the whole is wired together.® In every system, each part
functionsin a particular way in relaion to al the other parts. Thisis called functioning positions.
There are three common patterns that are found for individuas within asystem. Those patterns
are cdled complementary, contrary, and similar.’® 1n acomplementary arrangement, the two
individuasfit together. One person isthe caretaker, and the other one is the care receiver.

One person is the leader and the other one wantsto beled. In acontrary arrangement, the two
individuas are in contention with each other. One person wants to take risks, and the other
person does not. In agmilar arrangement, the two individuas are in agreement with each other.
Both arerisk takers or both are cautious. All relationships are arranged in these patterns.

In the parish, one can see these functiond pogitions. People have rolesto play inthelife
of the congregation. For example, there is dways a complainer. No matter what ideais
proposed, the complainer’s function isto moan and groan. The pastor’ s often thinks that if that
one person would leave, the congregation would function so much better. What happens, of
coursg, isthat if that person leaves for one reason or another, someone e se takes his or her
place. Inthe congregation | am serving, there was a gentleman who aways complained about

how much money the church was spending, particularly on utilities. On the day of hisfunerd, |

8 Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 9.
°Ibid., 9.
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thought | might have heard my last complaint about fuel costs. Of course, that didn’t happen.
Another person filled the void and became the complainer. Systems theory understands that
thisis an ongoing dynamic within every sysem.
Emotional Processes

In systems theory, what distinguishes relationship systems from other systemsisthe
concept of emotiond processes. All rdationd systems are emotiond fields that operate
according to the same principles™ Reationa systems are driven by and organized by two
forces: the need to be separate and the need to be close.™® Thereis adear tension between the
two, because each pole represents an extreme in relationa systems. When people are too
close, thereisfuson. Fuson isan intense emotiond attachment between two or more selves
where there is an extreme emotiona reaction between the people involved and where thereis an
experience of loss or gain of sdif in the rdaionship.®®

This dynamic wastruein my firg cal. Inthat smal two-point parish | served in
Maryland, both congregations were in many ways closed and fused communities. What
happened to one person in the church seemed to happen to dl, so the congregations often
reacted emotiondly asawhole. For example, the ideathat the youth group might have an
independent event was a new and unsettling concept. New people in the congregation found in
very difficult to bresk into this cdlosed and fused community. For example, my wife was asked

by the one congregation to join their women's group and was given the role of corresponding

“1bid,, 9.

! Edwin H. Friedman, A Failure of Nerve: L eadership in the Age of the Quick Fix (Bethesda: The Edwin
Friedman Estate, 1999), 250.

' Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 10.
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secretary. She gladly accepted both the invitation and office and was ready to serve. There
was one problem.  She was never informed when or where the meetings were held. This may
seem funny, but it also gpeaks to the issue and potentid problems of fuson in asystem.

The other end of the spectrum iswhen there is too much distance between the “ parts’.
In this case thereis an emotiond and relationa cut-off. Two or more individuals become so
Sseparate that they lose contact with each other. Congregations offer examples. In my firgt
parish, a church war had broken out many years ago around the issue of parking. Parking had
aways been limited. The church sat on ahill surrounded on two sides by a cemetery, on athird
sde by anarrow road with a steep grade, and on the find sde by afidd. The owners of the
fidld were members of the congregation. And they wanted to donate a part of the fidd to the
church for parking. However, ancther family raised some suspicions about this seemingly
generous offer. A fight between the two families broke out in the congregation, and words and
accusations passed between the two groups. The family that wanted to give the land took back
their offer and subsequently built a fence between the properties. The two familiesremained in
the church, but would not talk with each other. The feud lasted for years. The wounds
remained and the separation went on. In this case, there was a clear cut-off between the two

families In systemic theory, they were initidly too close, but after the fight, they were too far

apart.

¥ RobertaM. Gilbert, Extraordinary Relationships: A New Way of Thinking About Human Interactions
(Minneapolis: CNRONIMED, 1992), 183.
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Anxiety

In systems theory, there is tension between the two poles of fuson and distance. The
question is how to navigate between the two, how to be both independent and interdependent,
and how to stand-aone and Hill need others. Thistension can be a source of greet anxiety, and
this anxiety is the emotiond engine that drives dl relationd systems. This anxiety seeks baance,
seeks homeodtasis. It ismore of adetermining force in relationd systems than facts, logic, or
good sense.

A good example comes from my present cdl at Zion. A number of years ago, the
decision was made to introduce a second service with the hope that it would attract additiona
people to the church and would serve as an opportunity to explore other liturgical settings and
dyles. There was excitement over thisidea, but it aso created anxiety. The anxiety was
connected to the shift in closeness that would take place.  The two services would divide the
congregation into two separate groups. People would not know each other and, for many,
knowing each other was a critical element in being a church. The idea of a second service
disrupted the baance, the “homeostasis.” The anxiety that was produced from this concern
became the mgjor obstacle in establishing the second service. In fact, it isan issue dill to this
day.

Anxiety: Acute and Chronic

14



In systems theory, there are two types of anxiety - acute and chronic. Acute anxiety is
crisis generated and is Situationd and time-based in nature. In the parish, people get anxious
around Chrismas. Thereistoo much to do and too littletime to do it.

People can be overcome by thisanxiety. They lose perspective, become more reactive, and
can take their anxiety out on others. Thiskind of anxiety passes with time. January arrives and
life returnsto normdl.

Chronic anxiety is habitud.*> Socid psychologist Carol Tavris has said that in
chronic anxiety “the human chime mechanism chimes too often, asif adrunk carillonneur
couldn’t keep his hands off the church bells”*® The church can be chronically anxious systems.
People are under tenson dl the time and there is a fundamenta oss of perspective. Everything
tends to be blown out of proportion, and change is very difficult if not impossble. Anyone who
introduces change is suspect. In this chronicaly anxious system, it is the craziness of Chrismas
every day.

In my firg parish, the one congregation was chronicaly anxious about surviving.
Everything was viewed through that lens. For the members of the congregation, thinking about
change was very difficult because change implied risk, and risk implied potentid loss. In that
congregation, no loss was acceptable when surviva was on the line. This reaction was evident
in how the congregation treated vistors when | began my ministry. Insteed of extending awarm
greeting to vistors, the congregation gave them a cold shoulder. Why? One would think that

being concerned about survivd, they would welcome vistors with open ams. However,

14 Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 20.
% 1pid., 20.
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chronic anxiety changed the perception. People in the congregation were worried that the
visitors might be a cal committee from another church who were there to hear the pastor and
extend acdl. Chronic anxiety shaped and molded the congregation.
Anxiety: Ruin or Sdvation

In syslems theory, it is understood that al relaiona systems become anxious.'” By their
very nature, relationa systems are dways unstable to some degree.™® With any group of people
there will be anxiety, and the larger the group, the greater the potentid for anxiety. Churches
are not immune. The most common trigger that creates anxiety revolves around issue of loss or
change® Of course, loss and change upset the stable patterns and homeostatic balance of the
system. In this sense, anxiety can be the ruin or salvation of ardationship sysem. Itisa
sgnd that something is happening. A child who aways loves school suddenly decides that she
hatesit. Shewon't get dressed inthe morning. She argues about getting on the bus. There are
tearswhen the bus arrives. Therest of the family becomes anxious because of this changein
behavior. Thisanxiety can serve as an darm that something is happening that needs tending.
Conversations begin. A teecher iscdled. A principd isinformed. The child's family becomes
involved. The child’sresstance to school is addressed. The underlying issues are discovered
and solutions are put in place. Anxiety has motivationa power and can provoke change. It can
prod and push us toward innovation or transformation. However, it can dso work in the

opposite direction. When anxiety reaches a certain intengty, it can prevent the very change that

18 Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 20.
Y Ibid., 13.
8 | bid., 46.
19 Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 13.
“|bid., 13.
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it wants to provoke. What is stimulus becomes restraint. People “losetheir head” or “cool”.
In other words, they lose their awareness and composure. They become too reective to be
responsive.”*

Anxiety has been amotivationa power for the congregation that | am serving. In recent
years, there has been an increase in the anxiety of the church. Theissue has been that the
churchisgrowing larger. It has become amid-sze or program size congregation, which means
that the system has needed to change. How the congregation functions with 200 on a Sunday is
quite different from when there was 80. Therisein anxiety served asan dam. Five years ago,
aMinistry Task Force was begun to address the concern. In avery intentiona way, we
addressed the places where we were experiencing the most aiety. We madealist and caled
those anxious places, gticking points. There were seven al together. They included the misson
of the church, the role of the pastor, the sense of community, the need for lay leadership, the
need of organization and accountability, the role of worship, and the addition of staff. Our
points of anxiety could have easily become barriers; however, they became places where we
decided to focus our energy and effort. Our sticking points were now seen as opportunities for
growth and ministry. The Task Force offered recommendations for each concern raised.

Those recommendations were then shared with the council and then the rest of the church. This
gpproach of tackling the sticking points reduced the overal anxiety in the congregation and
alowed usto move ahead in asgnificant way. Inthis case, anxiety proved to be postive.

Of course, asin dl systems, the potentid for the energy to go in the opposite direction is

aways present. The move to weekly communion a Zion serves as agood example. More

2 |bid., 14
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frequent communion represented a change in the worship life of the congregation, and so there
was anxiety. For those who worshipped at 8:30, the anxiety was much less, because at that
sarvice, there was no long-standing tradition concerning communion and many of the newer
members came from congregations where weekly communion was practiced. For those who
worshipped at 11:00, the story was different. There was along-standing tradition of monthly
communion with the more recent addition of fetivals. The anxiety at 11:00 was much higher.
At the Worship and Music Committee, | outlined the theologicd arguments thet led to weekly
communion &t 8:30 and shared with the committee that this was the direction of the churchin
generd. | would not force the issue but wanted it to be considered. | felt strongly about weekly
communion being offered every Sunday, but in kegping with the church statement on
communion practice, it did not have to be a every service.

The committee got very close to deciding that weekly communion would become the
practice at 11:00. In fact, avote was taken and passed to make the move. However, the
anxiety and therefore the resistance grew too intense. There were concerns about the
committee s decision being rushed and not including everyone. Those concerns had some
merit, but the red issue was the emotiond reaction to the decision. In the end, the Worship and
Music Committee decided to take back the vote and return to the traditional practice. Much
later, the committee voted to implement the move to weekly communion at a dower pace. The
present practice is for communion to take place the first of the month, dl festivas, the two
penitential seasons of Advent and Lent, and dl through the summer, when thereis only one

service. Hereisan example of anxiety working in the opposite direction. The anxiety of those
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who attended 11:00 worship impacted the direction of the congregation and led to adecison to
step back.
Triangles

Systems theory is about triangles, because systems create anxiety and anxiety is
emotiond pain.?> There are many times when the object of ardationa system isto remove the
anxiety (pain) rather than to ded with the concern that prompted the anxiety. The most
common way to achieve thisisto bind the anxiety through an emotiona process cdled
triangling.”® The anxiety is put on another person, or another person is put in the middle of the
anxiety. Theideaissample. Two people (A and B) are fighting over an issue. The anxiety
between the two rises and becomes uncomfortable. To relieve the anxiety, one of the people
involved, usualy the one who feds the most pain (A), draws athird person (C) into the Situation
rather that confronting the individud (B) with whom he or she has have the conflict. He or she
(A) pours out their concern, their hurt, and their anxiety. This creates atriangle between A, B,
and C. C now carries the emotiond weight of the conflict between A and B and often fedsthe
need to fix the Stuation, to step-in between A and B and reconcile the two of them.
Unfortunately, this becomes a thankless job which neither A or B gppreciates. C hastheilluson
of contral, but he or sheis powerless, for C cannot do thework for A and B. All Ccandois
carry the anxiety. In other words, C winds up being worried sick or afrustrated rescuer. The
solution isfor A and B to ded directly with each other and to work towards reconciliation. The

individuds in any sysem who are most likdly to be triangulated are those who arein a

2 gteinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 14.
2 gteinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 47.
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responsible or vulnerable position.?* In families those who are triangled are often the children,
and in congregations it is often the pastor.

One of the dlear implications of trianglesis that they oppose change”® Triangleslock in
the anxiety in a systlem without bringing resolution. The buck is passed, and no answer is found.
The system becomes captive to its own emotiona process unable to adapt or change® The
goa becomes escaping from the pain of anxiety rather that learning from it.2’

Pasgtors are caught in triangles dl thetime. | remember afew years ago when two
members on the church council werein red conflict with each other. The issue was over a
handicap accessible bathroom in the church. One person felt we needed to move quickly to
address this concern, and the other felt that the council, and in particular, this other council
member was cutting cornersin making the bathroom happen. The bathroom issue was the
presenting problem of something much deeper. | became triangled between the two. | was
contacted by one of the council members and informed that | needed to solve the issue between
the two of them, or they would not be able to continue to serve on the council. | tried to reach
out to both of them and make peace between them, but was unable to do so. | had lunch with
the council member who did not call to discuss the Stuation. He told me he was not going to
change his pogition, that the conflict might mean that he and his family would leave the church.
With some red ingght, he told meit would probably hurt me more than it would hurt him.

Therewas truth in hiswords. | felt asthough | had failed. | began to lose deep over the

gtuation. | didn’'t want to go to Council meetings. In my frudration, fortunately | called my

2 |bid., 49.
3 |bid., 51.
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Bishop. After an extended and helpful conversation, another course of action wastaken. The
issue was taken out of my hands and brought to the Church Council asawhole. The good
newsisthat | was removed from the triangle, and the council put a process of intervention and
disciplinein place. The problem was resolved.

What | discovered was that in being triangled, | experienced the pain of both individuas
who were in conflict, but could bring no resolution. My role as peacemaker was doomed from
the beginning. | could not be the lone conduit of communication between the two of themina
conversation they needed to have with each other. Unfortunately, that conversation never took
place, but through the action of the Council the church was able to move through the issue and
break the triangle.

Sabotage

Systems theory is aout sabotage. If triangles are the way individuds relieve anxiety
within a system, sabotage is ancther dternative. Change in any system creates resistance or, in
the language of systems theory, reactivity. Sabotage is adirect attempt to return the Stuation to
the gatus quo, to “homeogtasis’. While amilitary anadogy might seem too aggressive for some,
it serves the purpose. An army has won the battle, not after it has invaded and captured a
country but only after it has successfully withstood counterattacks. Lest this sounds too hostile,
what needs to be added is that most sahotaging initiatives are mindless® There are some acts,

of course, that are intentional and become a serious crisis® Sabotageisafact of lifein dl

% Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 52.
7 |bid., 52.

% Friedman, A Failure of Nerve, 304.

# |bid., 304.
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sysems and isamgor concern when it comesto leadership. Anyonewho is perceived as
initiating change will be the target of sabotage.

A clear example of sabotage can be see in the move to two services a Zion. Asl
mentioned, this change set in motion some resistance within the congregetion. The red weight
of that resstance did not appear until ayear later a the Church Council. At our
monthly meeting, there was a discussion about providing an opening worship experience for
Sunday School. In the middle of that conversation there was a surprisng turn. The
conversation moved from Sunday School to a discussion about the early service and whether
we should continue it. Concerns were raised again about the church being split into separate
congregations, that people didn’'t know everyone anymore, and, a new wrinkle, that leading a
second service on Sunday was too much for the pastor. | was surprised by the third concern,
because | was the one who initiated the second service and | did not fed it wastoo much. In
fact, | felt very good about the second service. Though surprised, | tried not to react
emotionaly. | renewed my commitment to the second service and outlined the reasons |
continued to see it as aSgnificant addition to our minigtry. A lengthy discussion followed.
Fortunately, the decision of the Council was to keep the second service, and the attempt at
sabotage did not succeed.

Sdf-differentiation

Findly, and in some ways most importantly, systems theory is about sdf-differentiation.
How does one navigate the emotiond processesin any given relational sysem? How does one
not get caught in the anxiety of wanting to be both close and separate? How can one alow

anxiety to serve as a hdpful warning rather than a roadblock? Murray Bowen introduced the
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term sdf-differentiation to talk about this balancing act between the two opposing forces at play
in every rdationd sysem.* Itis“being separate together” or “being connected selves” 3
Peter Steinke describes self-differentiation this way:

- defining yoursdlf and gtaying in touch with others

- being respongble for yourself and responsive to others

- mantaning your integrity and wel-being without intruding on that of others

- dlowing the enhancement of the other’ sintegrity and well-being without feding
abandoned, inferior, or less of a df

- having an“I” and entering a relationship with another “I” without losing your sef or
diminishing the saif of the other™
Others have defined it in Imilar ways. Edwin Friedman defines differentiation as adirection in
life rather that a Sate of being that leads to:
- The capacity to take astand in an intense emotiond system

- Saying “I” when others are demanding “we’

- Containing on€ s reectivity to the reactivity of others (which includes the ability to
avoids being polarized)

- Maintaining a non-anxious presence in the face of anxious others
- Knowing where one ends and another begins

- Beng able to cease being one of the systems emotiona dominoes
- Being clear about one' s own persona vaues and gods

- Taking maximum responghbility for one s own emotiona being and destiny rather
than blaming others or the context®

% Michael Kerr and Murray Bowen, Family Evaluation (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1988), pp. 89-111.
% Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 11.

% Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 11.

* Friedman, A Failure of Nerve, 236.
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In systems theory, sdf-differentiation becomes critical to one's own menta hedth and is
the key to undergtanding leadership in asystems model. Leadership is about affecting change,
and f-differentiation is the way change can happen. A leader setsthe direction knowing there

will be resstance, and saf-differentiation dlows him or her to

keep ahand on the whedl and not turn back.

A leader isthe agent of change, and in systems theory changeis not an enemy. Infact,
change is necessary at times for hedlth and vitdity. All living systems need to grow and adapt.
Systems need change as well as stability.>* The forces of stability (homeostasis) have aready
been outlined. These forces are formidable and unfortunately can lead to stagnation and desth.
This can be seen in the parish. Vita congregations have declined or died, because the
surrounding community changes and the congregeation is unable to adapt or change. In systems
theory, leadership becomes the key to change, and self-differentiation is the primary component
of leadership. Thiskind of leadership will be explored in the next section of this paper.

Summary: Putting the piecestogether

| have outlined the key pieces to systems theory, but it is important to see them working
asawhole. In other words, we need to see them as a part of asystem. Here again, the parish
sarves as an example. When | entered the ministry, | thought of the church as a collection of
individuals and families. What | discovered is that the church is much more than a collection of
individud parts. Adde from the theologicd understanding of the church as being a community

that is called, gathered and empowered
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by the Holy Spirit, every church is more that the sum tota of its participating individuds. Every
church hasit’s own way of doing things, it's own character, it's own persondity. What is
fascinating isthat character or persondity continues down through the years even as the people
in the life of the congregation change. Every church hasit’s own dynamic, energy, and
emotiond process. In other words, every churchisa system.

One of the two congregations | served in my first call was known as the “church built on
Soite’. It isnot areputation any church wants, but the truth of the matter isthat down through
the years that dynamic was a part of the life of the congregation. The cast of characters
changed, but the emotiond process remained the same. The reputation and the behavior that
led to that reputation continued. The system and its characteristics perpetuated themselves.

Asasysem, every congregation is acommunity of loops. No decison or action is
linear in nature. Every action impacts the rest of the congregation. What is decided at the
council mesting is played out in the parking lat, and then in phone conversations, and is il
rebounding a worship on Sunday. The loops go round and round and give expression to the
idea that whatever happens to one person in the congregation impacts everyone se. Thisis
true whether the event is positive or negative.

Within every congregation, there are roles to be played. Some members are
complainers, others are ingtigators, and gtill others are peacemakers. Thelist of roles goeson
and on. The sysemfillstheroles They are not tied to any oneindividud. If aparticular
person is unable to continue in arole, someone e se will emerge from the group to take that

person’s place. Therole is more important to the system than any individud.

3 Steinke, How Y our Church Family Works, 52.
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Within every congregation thereis an emotiond process that guides the system. Two
forces drive the process - the need to be close and the need to be separate. If you look at the
history of any congregation, there is this movement between the two. Often the close years are
remembered as the “golden years” Thereisthe dedrein every congregetion to be a“family”,
to be“one.” Thisdesire for closeness createsits own set of problems when the congregation is
too close and becomes “fused.” At the sametime, thereis aforce to keep people separate.
Every church has more than one story of the congregation being at odds or coming apart.

Every church remembers the splits and fights that have shaped the life of the congregetion. This
movement to separate also createsits own set of problems. These are often more gpparent
than the issues with closeness.

In the midst of this ongoing emotiond process, every church, like every other system,
seeks stahility. Patterns are away of creating and maintaining Sability. Petternsare
recognizable, knowable, and comfortable. “It's the way we' ve dwaysdoneit.” Every
congregeation has patterns that manifest themsavesin worship, in Christian education, in
property issues, evenin potluck dinners. The one piece of advice that every pastor is given
when entering the parish isto wait ayear before introducing anything new. It isimportant to see
how the congregation operates, what the patterns are, before there is any talk about change.

Change does not come easily to any congregation. As a system, the church wants
“homeogtasis’, stability. Movement in any direction creates anxiety. Churches often spesk of a
buzz in the congregation when it becomes anxious. Anxiety isthe fud that motivates the church
to respond. The response may be to resst the change or it may be to make the change.

Resstance is the more usud course of action. The anxiety can be met by the use of triangles. It
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is the emotiond process of putting somebody esein the middle. Church leaders and certainly
pastors are often caught in the middle when a battle takes place within the life of the
congregation. The point of the triangle is not to resolve the Stuation but to find somebody to
carry the emotiond pain and blame. Beyond triangles, the resistance to change can take the
form of avariety of sabotage from passive-aggressive behavior to direct attacks. 1n the story of
every church there are examples of thiskind of resstance. Again, it isthe system at work trying
to “protect” itsdf. Thisdynamic is greater than the individuas who may be ressting.

Of course, change is a possible choice for every congregation, but change takes effort
and time, and requires effective leadership both lay and pastord. A sdf-differentiated leader in
the life of the congregation can help be that agent of change. Thisis aleader who does not get
caught up in the emotiona process of the congregation. He or sheis able to set gods and not
be deterred by resistance, sabotage and triangles. He or she stays connected to the
congregation, but is not determined by the community. By remaining engaged, not too close
(emotiondly reactive) but not too far (detached), he or she helpsto lower the anxiety for the
rest of the church and dlow for the greater possibility of change.

With these broad strokes of systemstheory in place, | would like to move to the
specifics of leadership as understood in systemstheory. As mentioned, the key is sdlf-
differentiation. The next chapter will explore what is meant by that term and in particular, what

it meansin the life of a parish pagtor.

27



Chapter 3
LEADERSHIP THROUGH SELF-DIFFERENTIATION

Systems leadership focuses on sdlf-differentiation. Sdlf-differentiation meansthat a
leader takes primary respongbility for hisor her postion as “head” and works to define his or
her gods and sdif, while staying in touch with the rest of the group.® In other words, the
leader’ sjob is not to make or force people to follow, but to set out in a clear direction and
invite other people to join. This avoids a polarity between leader and follower. The response of
othersin the system to follow or not to follow istheir respongbility. Their decison needsto be
aresponse to chdlenge rather than to threat. In the end, a systems leader facilitates lasting
change by focusing on modifying his or her own behavior rather that the behavior of others. One
of the additiona benefits of such an approach isthat it promotes self-differentiation in others. A
systems leader who knows thisis better able to resst the temptation to force or will othersto
follow his or her ideas and godls®* Systems leadership requires a paradigm shift away from
taking responghility for how others function (over which thereislittle or no control) to taking
respongbility for one' s own functioning (over which there can be contral).

The addition of the Family Worship at Zion serves as auseful example. It was one of
those times that | felt good about the process of change in our congregation and the leadership |
provided as pastor. Working with the Worship and Music Committee, | wanted to expand our

worship on Sunday. We had two services on Sunday morning at 8:30 and 11:00. | noticed

% Edwin H. Friedman, Generation to Generation: Family Processin Church and Synagogue (New York: The
Guilford Press, 1985), 229.

% |_awrence Matthews, “L eadership: Hope for Family and Church” (paper presented at the J. C. Wynn
Lecture at Colgate Rochester Divinity School in Rochester, New Y ork, November 5,m 1998): available at
http://www.leadershipministry.com/j_c_wynn_lecture.htnt Internet.
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that a good number of people were attending Sunday School with their children, but were not
attending worship at the church. Many of their children had never experienced the liturgy. It
was my desire to address this group by providing aliturgy designed for children and thelr
families. The service would take place once a month right before Sunday School. A sung-and-
response liturgy was composed. Explanations were provided for the various parts of the
sarvice. Hymns were selected not only for the liturgical season but dso with children in mind.
The sermon was directed to ayounger congregation.

Family Worship was introduced two years ago as both a worship opportunity and a
teaching moment. Looking at the process of change, | clearly had agod in mind. | shared my
vigon garting with the Worship and Music Committee. | would then share it with Christian
Education, the Church Council, and the congregation a large. | tied it to our mission statement,
“Making Disciplesand Growing in Faith”. | invited peoplée s participation but |eft the decison
up to them. We would begin offering the service and see who would join us. Starting with that
first Sunday, | reported back to the council and the congregation what was happening a Family
Worship. | wanted people to know about the service even if they chose not to participate. |
was committed to holding Family Worship for one full year before an eva uation would take
place. The evduation would bein terms of theinitid goas and not filtered through the emotiond
resstance to change. The result has been that Family Worship has taken off and has become a

vita part of the worship life and ministry of our congregation.
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In systems theory, the emphadisis upon the functiona pogtion of the leader within the
system rather than his or her persondity.>” Thisis another paradigm shift. Persondlity is often

seen as akey characterigtic of aleader. Dr. Friedman, in his book Generation to Generation,

cdlsthisthe charismatic gpproach to leadership, which he defines as trying to make the most
out of an indefinable, magnetic persondity.® He argues that the charismatic style of leadership
has strengths. In the parish, it can unify congregations, create enthusiasm, gdvanize
congregations for action, lift emotiona systems out of the doldrums, and in ashort period of
time produce an efficient organization.*® While many good things can happen, thereisaso a
downdde. A charismatic gpproach can dso polarize, because the persondity of the leader
tends to persondize theissues® Thereis the problem of succession and the issue of creating
clones rather than individuas among the followers** Findly, the leader is perpetudly forced to
over-function, congtantly balance dl the triangles, and, in the long run, paradoxicaly finds that
his or her functioning becomes dependent on having a church to lead.** A systems leader avoids
these pitfdls. Issues are less persondized. Succession isnot an issue because the pogition is
the decigve factor, not the person. There isless cloning and more salf-differentiation. Over-
functioning becomes less of a problem since the leader is no longer responsible for the
functioning of the entire sysem. Theleader’'s

task isto function asleader in ways that benefit the whole sysem. The willingness of

% Friedman, Generation to Generation, 228.
* |bid., 225.
¥ |bid., 226.
“|bid., 226.
“! bid., 226.
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othersto join in that task isleft to them.

| will use mysdlf as an example of the point, but in this case it isanegative one. Inmy
firs call, | believed in the charismatic approach that Dr. Friedman mentions. Both
congregations | was serving had criticd issuesthey were facing. My plan wasto take this
deeply troubled and divided two-point parish on my shoulders, and through my own energy,
effort, and enthusasm | was going to carry them to the “Promised Land.” The parish united
behind me and moved from surviva to growth. There was arenewed sense of hope. All of this
was good and exciting. However, the price was costly. |ssues became personad. People
began to believe and enforce the idea that any vote againgt a new idea was a vote againgt Pastor
Summer. My style dso handicagpped any pastor who followed me. So far there have been
two, and both have paid the price for not being “Pastor Summer”. A number of Pastor Summer
groupies were formed during those years. People who would do anything | asked. However,
what | redlly wanted was for them to take initiative on their own. On a persond levd, | did
over-function. 1 tried to take care of dl the emotiona needs within the parish. | became
emationdly entangled with the highs and lows in the church. My sense of wellbeing wastied to
those highs and lows. | paid apersond price for my style of leadership and so did my family.
A move away from a charismatic approach to one of functiond positioning has been of great
help. | have aroleto play that isimportant to the life of the congregation, but it is not the only

role. The functioning of the church does not rest on my shoulders.
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Sdf-differentiation is not to be confused with sdifish individuality or independence® AsMurray
Bowen stated:

A mgor qudity in the differentiation of sdf is complete sdlflessnessin which “doing for

others’ replaces persona sdfish goas. Jesus Christ has been amodd of the total

sflessness. ... A wdl-differentiated self in families hasto get beyond the sdfish
promotion of self. One has dways to be aware of “the other”. ... When sdlflessness

becomes a thinking mode, largely separate form the feeling process, it can become a

vehicle for a specid form of differentiation. With that orientation, true sdflessness,

devoid of sdfishness, can become part of the differentiation itsalf.**
The more differentiated the self, the more natura the concern for others becomes. The focusis
not to take responghility for others (excluding those who are incapable like young children) but
to become responsible to others.

In leedership through sdlf-differentiation, there are three interlocking components. Firs,
the leader must stay in touch.”® Thisis the most important component. Movement and change
happen when aleader stays connected with the group. A leader needs to be out front, but not
too far. There needsto be areationa connection. Pastors understand this relational
connection. In fact, for many pagtors, it isthe relational connections that provide the most
persond stisfaction in doing ministry. Most pastors enjoy the image of being the shepherd of
the flock, the person who cares for the members of the congregation.

Staying in touch is more difficult than it would appear to be. The temptation for aleader

isto play it safe and never take a position, which alows the leader to stay connected with the

* Friedman, Generation to Generation, 229.

“ Murray Bowen, “Systems and Spirituality: Bowen Systems Theory, Faith and Theology” (paper presented
at the Conference of Theology, Washington Theological Union, July 1987) quoted in Lawrence Matthews
“Leadership: Hope for Family and Church” (paper presented at the J.C. Wynn Lecture at Colgate Rochester
Divinity School in Rochester, New Y ork); available at http://www.leadership
ministry.com/j_c_wynn_lecture.htm; Internet.
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group but never lead. Here the shepherd never has the flock leave afamiliar pasture. The other
temptation is for the leader to take a position and lead but to disconnect from the group because
of resstance and sabotage. In this case, the leader iswilling to lead, but does so angrily and al
aone when the troops have second thoughts. Here the shepherd leaves the familiar pasture, but
resents the sheep.

The second component is the capacity and willingness of the leader to take nor+
reactive, clearly conceived, and clearly defined positions*® The leader is not trying to define the
followers®” The leader is not attempting to force his or her opinion. Theissue or conflict does
not become atest of wills, and thereis no desire to overthrow the resstance. People will follow
because of their need and desire for someone to lead and move forward. The better saif-
defined followers will respond to this style of leadership by taking their own non-reactive
position, which may or may not agree with the leeder. The more dependent followers will
initially react and try to re-triangle the leader.*® They will be the source of sabotage.

Thiswillingnessto take a sand and to hold on to it without being drawn into a battleis
essentid in parish ministry. The move to the second service a Zion illugtrates the point. When
the voices of opposition arose againgt the second service saying that the church was becoming
divided and that we were losing our identity, it was tempting to give in to the concerns and
return to one service. It was aso tempting to fight back and become very reactive and make

the whole issue a battle of wills. Nather dternative

€ |hid., 229.
T 1hid., 229.
8 |hid., 230.
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would serve the church. In the end, the clearer my position and the more willing | wasto hold
that position, the more effective | was asthe leader. | did not waffle. | believed that the second
service was an important step for us to take as a congregation. | aso did not get into a battle
with those who resisted the change. | was not going to give up on the proposa but neither did |
cut mysdf off from those who opposed the move. Instead | invited ongoing conversation. |
understood their concerns, but | did not share their fears. | was at peace with our decision to
move to the second service and tried to encourage everyone to join in this new adventure. |
believe that my not being reactive was hel pful to the congregation, even to those who were
ressting. Now, the second service isa part of our identity as a congregation, and it would be
difficult to imagine returning to asingle sarvice.

The third component of |eadership through sdf-differentiation is the capacity to ded
with sabotage.®® When thereis resistance, the temptation isto return to the original state or
homeogtasis, which means that the leader gives up on hisor her god and purpose.
Conseguently, there is no movement, no change. Everything remains the same. Or the leader
can maintain his or her pogtion by becoming rigid and dogmatic. He or she cuts himself or
hersdf off from the group. In this case, again thereis no movement, no change, and the leader
gets logt in the sabotage and resistance, like the captain of the ship during amutiny. In dedling
with sabotage, it is crucid for the leader to distinguish between process and content. To help

keep this perspective, the leader must have the

* Friedman, Generation to Generation, 230.




ability to be playful, not becoming too serious or too anxious™ Thiskind of leadership is not
easy. AsDr. Friedman noted, “Many leaders have the capacity to stay in touch, fewer have the
capacity to differentiate their selves, fewest have the capacity to remain connected while
remaining sdf-differentiated.”™ Dr. Friedman cdlls this unique capacity, a* non-anxious
presence’.®®  The effect can be explained thisway.

To the extent that leaders and consultants can maintain a nor-anxious presence in a

highly energized anxiety fidd, they can have the same effects on that field that

transformers have in an eectricad circuit. Transformers have no moving parts. They
reduce the potentia in afied by the nature of their own presence and being and the field
they, in effect, create. Thisisnot amatter of “bresking acircuit”; it requires daying in
touch without getting “zapped.” Anyone can remain non-anxiousiif they aso try to be
non-present. Thetrick is to be both non-anxious and present smultaneoudy.>

One of the keysto staying non-anxiousis the ability to be paradoxicd and playful.

The capacity of clergy to be paradoxica, chdlenging (rather than saving), earthy,

sometimes crazy, and even “devilish,” often can do more to loosen knotsin a

congregationd system than the most well meaning “serious’ efforts. Again, thisis not

because being paradoxica affects the content in the heads of others (reverse
psychology), but because the act of being playful frees others by forcing them out of
their serious “games.”

This dynamic can be seen in my cdl to Zion. The Cdl Committee made it very clear
that they wanted a strong leader. They said they wanted someone who had avison and sense
of direction. They wanted someone who was not afraid to take aposition. In the cal process,
| was questioned about my understanding of stewardship, worship, evangelism, and education.
In particular, they wanted to know the direction | would be leading the congregation in these

various aress. | told them that | was more than willing to lead and had some initid idess, but the

* Friedman, Generation to Generation, 230.
* Ibid., 230.

*2 | bid., 208.

*% Friedman, Failure of Nerve, 117.

35



vison and direction would need to wait until we had a chance to work together. They assured
me that they were a congregation waiting and wanting to follow. | had been in parish ministry
long enough to redize that their assurances would only go so far. With leadership thereis
awaysresstance. It'sonething to say you want aleader and it’s another thing to follow. Most
of the time people will follow only if you were going in the direction they wanted to go in the first
place. | ill remember that first council meeting following my acceptance of the cdl. | sat at the
conference table with the rest of the council and was ready to begin my life as the pastor of
Zion. The president began the meeting and | was asked to offer the opening prayer. Those
were my last words until much later in the meeting. | wasliterdly raisng my hand to try and get
into the discussion. For dl their talk about wanting aleader, | couldn’t even get on the floor.
Rather than get angry or upset, | began to chuckle. It was actudly pretty funny, and | shared
the joke with the rest of the council once | was recognized. The whole council laughed.
Everyone enjoyed the irony and they were more than willing to listen to the points | wanted to
make.

That council meeting has became a metaphor for me about leadership in the parish. The
congregation and council both said they wanted a leader, but resstance would be afact of life.
| was not going to smply walk in and teke over ether the council or the church and have
everyone blindly follow me. Intruth, | would not want that kind of authority. | could not and
would not demand that they pay attention to me. In this Stuation, there was nothing persond
about my excluson from the conversation. They were functioning as they had dways functioned

and my being there didn’t autometicaly change that dynamic. | could have become upset, but if

% Friedman, Generation to Generation, 209.
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| made it a persond issue or affront, | would have missed the point. It was smply funny, and
humor, the use of paradox, became a much better way of talking about what was happening
that night. In fact, humor alowed us to become at first less serious and then really serious. It
a0 helped to establish my approach to leadership. The story of my firgt night a council and
my trying to get into the discusson has become afavorite & Zion and has been repeated again
and again. Infact, the story has become a part of my opening speech for every new council.

What then are the qudities of a sdf-differentiated or systems leadership? Herel will
borrow from Dr. Peter Steinke as he summarizes the range between undifferentiation and
differentiation.

Undifferentiation

Optsfor Certainty: Uses black/white thinking (psychologist Alfred Adler refersto
ether/or thinking as aform of arrested development, the way children think); wants quick fix;
pushes for resolution to ease own discomfort with emotiond pain, ambiguity, or cognitive
dissonance.

Avoids Self: Resgsingght; lacks awvareness of self; behaves more reectively and
mindlessy; has fewer responses avallable to handle life.

L ooks Outside Self: Takeslittle responghility for self and blames others; sees only
what is exterior (anxiety forces one to observe threat, condition, what is outside of sdlf); has
little sense of connectedness and the mutua influence of behavior.

Force Othersto Adapt: Functionswillfully (oneway or no way); pushes and pullson
amogt anything; wants others to change; coerces or manipul ates.

Differentiation

Takesa Stand: Works on sdlf-definition; functions on basis of vaues, principles, and
bdiefs; knows what one believes, stays the course, and commits to the process.

Focuses on Self: Increases sdlf-awareness; looks at own “stuckness’; modifies own
exaggeration of inginctua forces (anxiety); attends to own behavior; makes changesin sif.
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Stays Connected to Others: Seeslife organicdly (“members of one another”);
tolerates differences; encourages dialogue.

Sets Clear Goals: Defines sdlf from within, not over againg others, knows where one
isgoing; mantains larger view; lives with a purpose in mind; seeks clarity.

Accepts Challenge: Moves forward; stretches, knows that “pain” arises when one
leads; stay's focused on conviction and direction.*

Here we see the keysto systems leadership. My mogt effective ministry has taken
place when | have been willing to take a stand, to tend to my own emotiond life, to stay
connected with the congregation, to set clear goas and to be willing to take risks and accept
chdlenges. Thiswastruein my firgt parish as we moved from surviva to growth, and in my
present parish as we have move from a pastord to program congregation. The keys remain the
same.

With those keysin mind, | want to shift gears and turn to astyle of leedership that is
found in the biblical witness. In particular, | want to turn to the understanding of leadership that
isfound in Luke 22. Here, on the lips of Jesus as reported by Luke, we discover Jesus view of
leadership. We discover aservant leader. In the next chapter, | set forth the necessary

background materia to understand this type of leadership.

* Peter L. Steinke, Healthy Congregations: A System Approach (New Y ork: Alban Institute, Inc., 1996), 98.
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CHAPTER 4
JESUS: SERVANT LEADERSHIP

There are few placesin the New Testament where Jesus talks about leadership. The
best example, and the one that will be the center of our attention, is the twenty-second chapter
of the Gospdl of Luke, verses 24-30.

A dispute a'so rose among them as to which one of them was to be regarded as the

greatest. But he (Jesus) said to them. “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and

those in authority over them are called benefactors. But not so with you; rather the

greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one who serves.

For who is grester, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Isit not the one

at thetable? But | am among you as one who serves. Y ou are those who have stood

by mein my trids, and | confer on you, just as my Father has conferred on me, a

kingdom, s0 that you may eat and drink a my table in my kingdom, and you will sit on

thrones judging the twelve tribes of Isradl.”
In this passage, Luke places on the lips of Jesus not only a critic of authority, but dso a
description of what it meansto be aleader. He pointsto the idea of servant leadership asa
modd for dl leaders within the life of the church, including the pastor. Jesus' teaching isaguide
on how to understand and exercise authority (leadership) in the church.>

To understand fully this passage, it isimportant to understand the world in which it was
written. Luke and his readers, despite their extensive exposure to Judaism, lived and breathed in
aworld keenly aware of the powerful and pervasive influence of Rome® It is againg this
background that Luke 22:24-30 needs to be examined. | will borrow from the work of Peter

Neson in hisdissartation Leadership and Discipleship: A Study of Luke 22:24-30 to describe

the Greco-Roman world.

% |k 22: 24-30 NRSV

39



Peter Nelson makes a number of sgnificant points. First, Luke wrote in the time of the
Roman Empire, which was strictly ordered, structured and hierarchica. Overseaing the empire
was the emperor. Unlike modern day roydty, the Roman emperor was no figurehead king. He
exercised tremendous power and was truly answerable to no one. Some emperorstolerated
the practice of being called God; others actudly promoted theidea. Thisonly served to extend
the power of the emperor.>® Undernesth the emperor, there were provincia governors who
were rlatively independent figures with extensive power.*® The imperium, which induded the
emperor and provincia governors, exercised virtualy absolute rulein the time of Luke® The
long arm of Rome was felt everywhere. Itsreach into the provinces was both firm and
effective® For the average citizen, Roman rule was redl and not some distant or intangible
redity.®

Second, if the emperor, governors, and loca officias represented the officid pattern of
authority and subordination, it established the “unofficid” pattern that was found throughout the
empire and dominated the socid interaction. This pattern was one of patronage and clientism.
An unwritten socid “law” for virtudly al relaionships prescribed patronage and clientiam,
whether one was a senator or dave, landiord or peasant. Relations with non-family members

were heavily influenced by each party’ s rdlaive status as patron or dlient.®* This pattern

* Peter K. Nelson, Leadership and Discipleship: A Study of L uke 22:24-30 (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press,
1994), 46.

*Ipid., 27.

% Nelson, 27.

®Ipid., 29.

® Ipid., 29.

% Ipid., 29.

% Ipid., 29.

% Wayne A. Meeks, The Moral World of the First Christians (London: SPCK, 1986), 34 quoted in Peter K.
Nelson, Leadership and Discipleship: A Study of Luke 22:24-30 (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1994), 29.
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becomes criticaly important in understanding Jesus words on leadership in the passage from
Luke.

John Elliott describes the patron-client relationship in thisway. “It isapersond relaion
of some duration entered into voluntarily by two or more persons of unequa status based on
differencesin socid roles and access to power, and involves the reciproca exchange of different
kinds of ‘goods and services of value to each partner.”®® A patron-dient relaionship was
characterized by persona honor and obligation: the patron was obliged to protect or provide for
his dependent client, and the client was obliged to offer service to and enhance the reputation of
the patron.®® Although the system was built on the presupposition of human inequality, within
that framework al parties generaly benefited in some sense® In the political arena, there are
clear examples of this pattern. In the Roman Empire, there were puppet kings who served as
clients to the Roman “Patron-empire’. The Herodian kings as clients were permitted to retain
substantia powers in exchange for repeated expressons of loyalty to and support of Rome,
their patron.®

Third, as mentioned earlier, this pattern of patronage and clientism extended beyond the
political arena. It impacted every socid rdaionship including the family. In many ways, the
ancient household did not resemble the modern Western nuclear family.*® The household was

larger by nature and typicaly included husband and wife, unmarried children, daves, freedmen

% John H. Elliott, Patronage and Clientism in Early Christian Society: A Short Reading Guide (Forum 3, 1987),
42 quoted in Peter K. Nelson, Leadership and Discipleship: A Study of Luke 22:24-30 (Atlanta, Georgia:
Scholars Press, 1994), 30.

* Ibid., 42-43.

® Paul Veyne, Bread and Circuses: Historical Sociology and Political Pluralism trans. Brian Pearce (London:
Penguin, 1990), 5 quoted in Peter K. Nelson, Leadership and Discipleship: A Study of L uke 22:24-30
(Atlanta, Georgia: Scholar Press, 1994), 31.
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and foster children.” The oldest living male was recognized formally as head of the household
and called the paterfamilias.” He functioned as the emperor of the family with a power that was
admogt unlimited.”” Thiswastrue in many Christian homes. Asthe ruler of the house, the
Chrigtian paterfamilias served many roles. He was the family teacher, the manager of the
household, the representative of the family in the village assembly of ders and, in the Igradlite
setting, the family priest.”® The father dlearly was the dominant figure who sat on top of the
household's hierarchical structure.™ The transfer of authority came only when desth was
imminent and served only to continue the pattern.”™  Authority would pass again to the oldest
mae.

Fourth, in looking at this patter of patronage and clientism, it isimportant to look at the
role of children in the family, particularly since the term “youngest” isfound in the Lukan
passage, verse 26. In the ancient Near East, children did not hold the position they havein
contemporary families. Children were usualy held in low regard and provided free labor, care

in old age, and the continuation of the family.” 1t was the oldest members of the family who

% Nelson, 31.
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were shown the grestest respect.”” Not only were children of lessvaue, but in ared sense, they
were thought of as less than truly human.”®  The status of children as wesk, small and
dependent creatures was important in the radica shift in socid pogition that takes place in the
passage from Luke.” Thiswill be explored in more detail shortly.

Finally, we need to consider therole of servant and dave. In Luke, the terms seem
interchangeable® but in Jewish law and practice, a Save was considered property®™ whilea
servant was someone who was employed. A master’s authority over adave would be greater
than an employer’ s authority over aservant.®* However, it would not be appropriate in Luke to
make a sharp distinction and in Luke 22:24-30, it isthe role of the dave that isthe most
informative®  Saves were viewed in asmilar manner to children. They were perceived as
being inferior to free adults, and therefore outside the fully human community of citizens® The
view of daves accentuates the gulf between the positions contrasted in Luke 22:25-27, and
highlights the radical nature of the call to “become like a sarvant”.® Becoming like a servant or
dave was a common occurrence in the time of Jesus. Defaulting on a debt was one of the ways
people became endaved.®® Poverty adso drove peopleinto davery. Being adave could

provide a person with food and shelter, even if the cost was the bondage of children who were

W. L Liefeld, Luke (Expositor’s Bible Commentary) (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 1028 quoted in Peter
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born into davery and the loss of their rights®” Captives of war were routindly forced into
davery.®® Thusthe command in Luke 22:26 to “become like a servant” was not an abstract
ideato the readers of Luke. It was very real to many unfortunate people®

The nature of authority in the time of Luke becomes critical to understanding Jesus
proposed view of leadership. The world of Luke did not operate with the modern notion of
human equdity. Society did not view dl people as having inherent worth and the right to
persond liberties. On the contrary, the world of Luke had pervasive networks of power, both
officid and unofficia, that kept everyone, man, woman and child, in his or her place® Life was
ordered and hierarchica. Thosein positions of authority and leadership provided for those
below. They were the benefactors who took care of the needs of those under their rule. Those
below would offer obedience and loyalty in order to receive rewards from those in positions of
authority. Jesus words radicaly changed that ordered world and envisoned anew
understanding of authority and leadership. Jesus turned the world upside down.  Thefirst
would be last and the last would be first. Authority would be afunction of serving rather than of
power and control. Thisreversd isakey dement in Jesus proclamation and isamgor motif to
be found throughout the Gospdl of Luke.

The patronage system with its relationships of debt and mutua obligation is contrasted

with the reversa of valuesthat mark Luke's Gospel. Jesus own sarving of the med isan

% Nelson, 43.
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example of servant leadership in the community.” The disciples want to be great, and Jesus
tells them they must serve. The passage a0 introduces a double reversa when Jesus assures
the disciples that if they continue in histrids, they will be exdted.** What isinvolved is a radic
transformation of the traditiona way of thinking. Greatness and servanthood are seen isanew
light. Itisin no way the high and mighty that lead, but the lowly and powerless™ Thiskind of
reversd isfound dsawherein Luke.  In Luke 9:46-48, Jesus disciples argue about which of
them isthe greatest, but Jesus associates himsalf with a child and commends the reception of
such alowly one, for it is“the least of them” whoistruly great.* In Luke 12:33, Jesustells his
disciplesto sdl their possessons and givedms. By doing o, they will gain treasure in heaven
that does not fail or waste away.*® In Luke 12:35-37, there are servants who quickly welcome
their master home and then are served by the master. Luke 14:7-14, speaks about a banquet
where a person is encouraged to take the “lowest” place so that the host may invite him or her
to a higher place of honor.*® “Everyone who exats himsalf will be humbled, and he who
humbles himsdf will be exdted.” (Verse 11). In Luke 14:12-14, Jesus admonishes the host to
show hospitdity to the detitute, even though a poor person would not be able to repay any
kindness given.”” The Lukan parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14) aso

liftsup thisreversd. It isthe confesson and honesty of the tax collector that is exated by

®! Sharon H. Ringe, Luke (Westminster Bible Companion) (Louisville, K'Y : John Know Press, 1995), 263.
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God.® There are many others examplesin Luke including the Magnificat (Luke 1:52-53), the
Beatitudes and Woes (L uke 6:20-26), and the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (Luke
16:19-31) which dl voice thisreversd. Recognizing these patterns of reversa in Luke helps us
to gppreciate the pattern in Luke 22:24-30 and to sense its importance.

Jesus described hislife as one of service, and he digned himself with children and
sarvants, yet he remained the leader of the gpostles. Just as Jesus was a servant who led, he
called the apostles, who were “ great” and “leaders’, to lead as servants.” Servant leadership
involves adopting an extraordinary, counter-cultural form that should not be confused with the
ambitions of any politica revolution.*® When Jesus challenged the political authorities of his
time, he did not chalenge thelr right to rule. Jesus held them up as a negative example of
exercigng authority. 1n the community of his followers, it would not be so0.°* Jesus urged the
gpodtlesto follow his example and lead “from below” as servants committed to the wefare of
those they led.

Using the indghts of Peter Nelson, | want to push the modd of servant leadership
father. As| mentioned at the beginning of the paper, this extended modd is areflection of my
own thinking. Itisamode that has, in many ways, shaped my understanding of parish minidry.

In the next chapter, | will outline this modd of servant leadership and gpply it to the parish.

% |bid., 91.
% Nelson, 256.
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Chapter 5
SERVANT LEADERSHIP

So what is servant leadership? What isthis paradoxicd gpproach to authority that
Jesus proclamed? How does one lead “from below”? Reflecting on the direction found in
Luke, I would like to explore seven aspects of what | see as servant leadership. To be clear,
these are my observations and descriptions. | believe the firgt four are tied closdly to the text
and represent atraditiona interpretation of the materid. | have defined the first four as benefits,
authority, vison, and paradox

Benefits

A servant leader does not seek persona benefits, for the very nature of aservant is
directed to others. A servant leader has no persona agenda and can stay on task, and not be
undone when the going becomes difficult and the rewards arefew. Thisis counter to our usud
tendency, because we tend to back away or to ingst on some kind of appreciation when the
going getstough. A servant leader is not bound to a benefit package in order to lead.

As pastors, we may think that not seeking persond benefits should come easy. After
al, we do not go into the ministry for money or power. However, thiskind of thinking missesa
crucid point. Payoffs comeisal kinds of forms, and for most pastors, the payoff isthe
emotiond response from the congregation. It isthe accolades from the crowd, the sense that
we are gppreciated or even loved that isthe reward we seek or want. | mysdlf relished the

positive emotiona feedback that | recelved after preaching, baptisms, weddings, funeras, and

100 1hid., 256.
101 1hid.,, 256.
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vidts. | was attentive to how parishioners were reacting to the direction | was giving. | found it
difficult to go where the congregation did not want to go, to ded with the resstance and
sabotage.

Asayoung pagtor, | remember leading the charge to build a basketbd| court in the
parking lot next to the church. | did not redlize the resistance this project would encounter. The
parishioners were concerned that we would attract the “wrong” kind of young people. And
who would provide the supervison, and who would pay for the property damage the firg time
the basketball went through awindow? This episode was the first negative reaction to my
leadership, and | was taken aback. Here | thought the basketbal court would be a welcomed
gep to increase the vishility of the church and make a postive impact in the community.

Instead, | found it difficult to proceed when people weren't gpplauding me for my efforts. 1 am

happy to report that in the end, the basketba |l court was built and the concerns raised about it

were addressed, but the whole encounter was an important first lesson in being a servant leeder.
Authority

A servant leader does not “lord it over others’. Authority is not a matter of power and
control. This change in the style of leadership means that people do not follow because they
have to follow but because they want to follow. To “lord it over others’ leads to oppression,
and oppression creates the illuson of control where the leader is not redlly leading but is pushing
from behind. People who are pushed come to resent the pushing, and then fear becomesthe
last remaining tool to try to keep peopleinline. This dynamic has been seen again and again on
the world stage. Dictators lead only by power and control, and fear is the instrument that keeps

them in power until arevolution takes place. In distinction, a servant leader does not force but
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asks. A servant leader does not push another to act but invites. A servant leader does not seek
control but smply leads.

Pastors should not play power games, but we are not immune. A pastor of my
acquaintance would invoke prayer every time adecision was not going hisway at a council
meseting. In the midst of the discussion, he would declare, “Let ustake timeto pray”. During
the prayer, he would outline his argument, Sght the weakness of the other position, and ask for
God'sdirection and blessing. The vote would often go his direction after this power play, but
he would lose in the long run. Those on the council who had been outvoted resented what they
saw as a heavy-handed tactic by the pastor. Their angry resstance came later in the form of
sabotage.  They would not support or aid the program that had been voted into place. The
pastor’ s experience shows that leadership is more that forcing the vote. Servant leadership
proposes a different sense of authority. No oneisforced to follow or obey. A servant leader
Sets out with aclear vison and extends an invitation.

Vison: Serving

A sarvant leader has a particular vison, and that visonisto serve. Politicd leaders are
judged by whether they have aclear vison. Comedians make fun of politicians who have
difficulty with the“vison thing”. For the servant leader, the vison is clear and hesto do with
sarving others as outlined in the Gospd. This clarity of purpose acts as both a guide and
support. Servant leaders, with aclear vison of serving, are more likely to stay on task. They
know where they are going and will not be sabotaged by setbacks or the resistance of others.
Thelr ability to stay on course becomes sdlf- supporting, encouraging both the leader and those

who follow.
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At Zion, we had the opportunity to become a partner in the Interfaith Hospitdity
Network. This program is desgned to help families and individuas who find themselves
homeless and who arein need of assstance. A network of congregations provides temporary
housing, food, and other support. A central day facility makes arrangements for the children to
go to school and adults to work with socia workers.  The network serves as a bridge.

| brought the idea of participating in the Interfaith Hospitaity Network to the Socid
Ministry Committee. 1t seemed to me that this was a concrete way by which we could serve
the community and give expression to the gospel. | asked the committee to become a part of
the network, opening both our doors and hearts. It wasaway of serving. The Socid Ministry
Committee shared the vision and championed the cause before the council first and then the
congregation. With great excitement, the congregation said yes and has been involved in this
ministry as a host congregation for the past ten years. When we built our new Chrigtian
Educeation Center, we built it with Interfaith Hospitality in mind. We included a hospitality room,
showers, and awasher and dryer. Zion's clear vison of serving others helped the congregation
to become involved in the community with very little resstance & al.

Paradox

Findly, servant leaderslive alife of paradox. Thisongoing theme of Lukeisimplicitin
servant leedership. They lead by serving and invite othersinto this paradoxica world. They
chdlenge the world's perception of what is great, what isimportant, and what is authority. The
Roman world is not the only one that finds a servant leeder aradica way of thinking. Our own

world is chalenged by thiskind of leadership, eg., in our present politica realm where
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leadership is built on power, pogtion, and control. The world looks very different through the
lens of servant leadership.

Every congregation experiences the paradox of servant leadership. Who are the true
leadersin the life of the church? So often, they are not the people with titles and authority.
Every congregation can name people whose lives of service make them the true leaders within
the life of the congregation. They are the people who often shun the spotlight and accolades.
They are amply people involved in the business of serving, and they often have a strong sense of
being caled to do s0. A couplein my present congregation serves asaclear example. They
would not want to be mentioned by name. They would not want attention focused on them.
But they live lives of sarvice, whether it iswith the homdessin the community or with the people
of Oadis Villagein Mpongwe, Zambia or with those in our own congregation who need help.
Whenever thereiswork to be done, they arethere. They give of their time, talent and treasure.
And when they ask for help, the common refrainis, “How can you say no to them. They do so
much for others” By their example, they draw people into serving others. They are recognized
asthe true leadersin our congregation though they carry no title and ask for no favor. They are
examples of this paradoxica servant leadership.

Three Non-Traditional Aspects

Thefind three agpects of servant leadership push the texts beyond traditiond
interpretation, but | believe they are gppropriate. In my understanding, akey to the text is the
person spesking. Jesusis addressing hisdisciples. The principles outlined on leadership are
more than suggestions. Thereisan implicit sense of cal. Jesus discipleswere called to be

servant leaders. | would aso argue that with the sense of cdl, there is a sense of accountability
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to theonewho iscdling. Both of these eements— cal and accountability — areinvolved in
sarvant leadership. Findly, | would argue that servant leaders lead by example. Jesus, who
cdlshisdisciplesto servant leadership, is dso the one who serves. Jesus enfleshes the
principles he lifts up.
Caled

According to scripture, aservant leeder isonewho iscalled by God. Jesus' disciples
were cdled to serve and it gave them a sense of purpose and direction. Servant leaders have a
clear understanding of themsdves and what they areto do. Ther understanding is not defined
by others but by God. A servant leader in Luke is set gpart for areason.

| gained a clear gppreciation of that fact when | was ordained in my home congregation,
Hope Lutheran Church, College Park, Maryland. This was the congregation where my
grandparents worshipped and where | grew up asaboy. | had served as an acolyte in the
congregeation, | sang in the children’s choir, and | had led the youth group. | remember the
entire service and can Hill recdl the sermon. However, the most meaningful moment iswhen |
kndlt and those gathered placed their hands on my head. | had a profound sense of being cadled
by God, a sensethat | was set gpart for apurpose. The clarity of that moment has stayed with
me throughout my ministry, and | redize how often | return to that moment in my day-to-day
struggles and chalenges. My sense of being called helps to anchor my role as pastor, and | find
that | am more effective as aleader when | am guided by a sense of purpose. Asaservant
leader, | am both encouraged and humbled by the sense of cal.

Accountability
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In the Gospdls, a servant leader answersto God. Thisis implicitis Jesus discusson
about leadership both for himsdlf and for hisdisciples. A servant leader is accountable, driven
not by hisor her desires or by the demands of the crowd but by alarger purpose or higher
power.

At the present time, Zion is in the midst of establishing avison for the next five years.
The centra question has been “What would God have us do?’ The sense of accountability
comes out of the fact that Zion is nearly 300 years old and thet its history is an unfolding of
God’ s work in the congregation. Asthe pastor, | take serioudy thisidea of accountability. As
aservant leader, | continue to share that sense of accountability with the rest of the leaders on
council and with the congregation is generd. During these past months, as we attempt to
discern God' s purpose for us as a congregation, it has been gratifying to hear people talk about
being accountable to God in away thet is both affirming and empowering.

When Zion began serving as a host congregation in the Interfaith Hospitality Network,
there were strong objections within the larger community. Neighbors were concerned that we
would be housng homeless people. They were concerned about the risks involved and about
the safety of othersin the neighborhood. The congregation did not sway, but remained
deadfast in its support of the network and the idea of ministry. In the end, the congregation felt
accountable to God and not to the fears of the community. At that point, Zion was living out

servant leadership.

Lead by Example
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A servant leader leads by example. | would argue that thisis clear in the minigtry of
Jesus. Jesus cdls his disciples to be servant leaders as he servesthe med. A servant leader
does not exercise authority from adistance. Instead he or she leads by working aong sde
those who follow. A servant leader does not see himsdlf or hersdf as above the action or gpart
fromit.

In my firg parish, | soon discovered the importance of leading by example. When |
arrived, one of the mgor issuesin the church was whether | would mow my own lawn at the
parsonage. My predecessor had argued that his time was better spent in ministry thanin
mowing the lawn. He had apoint, but in arura/blue collar congregation, his pogtion didn’t play
well. The members had the digtinct impression that he thought that he was too good to do
manud work like they did. The congregation fet a disconnection, and it impacted hisminidry in
adgnificant way. | had no greet politicd ingght or understanding, but | was willing to mow the
lawn. | surprised them even more when | joined the work crew in helping to fix the stonesin the
cemetery at Mt. Moriah. For many, it was the first time they saw a pastor in shorts and T-shirt,
working with ashovel and whedbarrow. | led by example. Yearslater, people till talked
about that experience in the cemetery. | was one of them and they were much more willing to
follow if I waswilling to work with them. Leading by example has become a very important
part of my understanding of ministry and is sgnificant to being a servant leader.

As| seeit, these saven qualities are the mgor dements of servant leadership. They
have shaped my ministry. | have not aways put them into practice, but when and where | do
they have made ared difference. And in each congregation, there are lay examples of servant

leadership who spesk to both clergy and laity.
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CHAPTER 6
SYSTEMSLEADERSHIP AND SERVANT LEADERSHIP

Having explored both system leadership and servant leadership, | return to my origina
premise. | believe there are many places where the two converge. They may use different
language, but often they are saying the same thing. Or & least there are notable paralels
between the two modd s and the pardlels speak profoundly to the issue of leadership and parish
minigry.

Where are the connections? | will address this question by reviewing the key dements
of servant leadership, and then adding asmilar point from system leadership. | anticipate that a
pardld pattern will overlap. | know differences exist between the two models, but | want to
find the places where they merge. After combining the two, | will use afina extended
illugtration to highlight both modds and to darify the interplay between the two.

Firgt, servant leadership does not seek rewards or benefits. Consequently, a servant
leader is not bound by the response of the group and looks for no payoff from the group. |
would argue that there is a strong connection with system leadership. In system leadership, the
trap isemotiond payoff. If aleader accepts the emotiona rewards of the group, the leader is
more bound to the response of the group and lesslikely to act. For a system leader to be
effective, he or she does not seek emotiona rewards and therefore is not bound to the
emotiond process of the group. The emotiond response (payoff) does not dictate his or her
actions. Thisisanindgght shared by both models.

Second, servant leadership does not “lord it over others” A servant leader does not

act out of power and control but out of a desire to serve others. Again, | would argue that a
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strong connection exists with system leadership. Similar language can be found. System
leadership says thet one cannot “will” ancther, which means that leedership is not a function of
power. In actudity, no one hasthat kind of control, for it people are pushed, they will ress.
Oneissmply to lead, knowing that not everyone will follow. Again, there seemsto be a strong
parald between the two models of leadership.

Third, servant leadership isguided by avison. The vison or purpose of a servant
leader isto “serve” Inthiseement, | find the connection with system leadership weak. The
purpose of asystem leader is hisor her functioning. This purpose becomes afocusing point and
anchor when there is resstance and sabotage. A clear purpose dlows the leader to sdf-
differentiate, which isa key to systems leadership. It could be argued thet the clear purpose of
servant leadership serves as a Smilar focusing point and anchor but the connection is tangentia
at best.

Fourth, servant leadership is one of paradox. As understood by Luke, a servant leader
represents areversa in the world of groups, because he or she leads from below rather than
from the top of ahierarchy of power. System leadership aso deals with a sense of paradox but
in adifferent way. It moves counter to the world when it recommends that one should lead by
focusng on one' s own functioning. This seeming paradox isradicd in nature, but in systems
theory it becomes the only real way change happens. Paradox isfound in both modes, but the
connection is strong only when the two model's spegk of not seeking benefits and not using
power.

Fifth, servant leedership has a strong sense of call. Jesus calsthe disciplesto a different

kind of leadership in the world by inviting them to become servants. This sense of call becomes
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adefining moment for the disciples. The disciples get a clear understanding of whose they are
and who they wereto be. A systemsleader does not use this language. He or she operates
with asense of darity, but this darity is caled sef-differentiation, afocus on hisor her
functioning. It could be argued that a Christian leader has a unique but clear understanding of
who he or sheis, which would aid in systems leadership, but the connection is not direct.

Sixth, servant leadership is accountable to God. If the group dictates the agenda, then
the group serves as the leader. By the same token, a systems leader does not answer to the
group but is accountable to self, not God. He or she stays in touch with the group without
becoming fused with, or bound by, the group. The system leader never forgets who he or she
is. Inthe language of the church, servant leaders never forget whose they are in connection with
God. Being God's person isthe way they understand themselves. Accountability becomes
another place where servant and system leadership are smilar in aleader not be accountable to
the group but are at variance as to whom the leader is accountable.

Findly, servant leadership leads by example. From apracticd point of view, one
cannot truly lead from above or from adistance. A systemsleader takesasmilar course. He
or she stays both out front and connected. Leading by exampleisaway that dlows for both.

As| date at the beginning of this paper, systems leadership and servant leadership
come from different points of view, but there is common ground. | have attempted to draw the
connections. To illugtrate this harmony between system and servant leadership, | would like to
use onefind illugration. The example | chose comes from one of the most exciting times | have
known in ministry. Looking back, | am gtill amazed at the change that took place within the

congregation and the willingness of the congregation to embrace that change. The story has
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become alegend inthelife of Zion. It istold to every class of new members. | checked my
remembrance of the event in the council and congregationd minutes to make sure | got the
detailsright and did not embellish what took place. The story is about the working of the Holy
Spirit, but it isaso about leadership. After | tdl the sory, | will revigt the event and look &t the
key dements of leadership in both servant and systems language and thought.

In March of 1993, the Church Council of Zion hed its monthly meeting. The Property
Committee once again brought a proposd for the renovation of the old Christian Education
Building. The committee recommended a new heeting sysem. The cost would be around
$25,000.

The renovation of the Chrigtian Education Building had been a sore subject for many
years. Inthe 1970's, the members of the congregation had built the building as atemporary
solution to their Sunday School needs. The building had served well, but now it desperately
needed work. In addition, the church had outgrown the facility. Zion needed more classrooms,
alarger assembly areq, better parking, and amore uplifting entrance. Every year anew solution
was presented and every year the solution was thought to be too expensive. Consequently,
each time the motion was tabled until the next year. Two reasons were given. First, Zion was
debt free and did not want to congder any action that might incur debt. Second, Zion had five
acres of land on the south sde of Oldwick. This property served as a nest egg and was viewed
by many as the future home of Zion. Unfortunatdy, it was a future no one could envison.

Every atempt a along-range plan was met with resstance, and the recommendation never got

anywhere. Inavery red sense, we were stuck.
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In March 1993, something dramatic took place. | decided to change the question.
Instead of asking what we thought we could do, | urged us to ask what we thought God wanted
ustodo. That shift in the question changed everything. A plan was put into place to begin to
answer the new question with the whole congregation participating. Prayers were offered.
Dreams were shared. We st no limits or boundaries. We began to work with an architect to
give the vison shape and design. Plans for anew Chrigtian Education Building were drawn up.
The council was set to approach the congregation.

In January 1995 at the Congregational Meeting, a motion was made to undertake the
project as aresponse to what God might want usto do. It was a surprising and exciting
moment in the life of the congregeation. Earlier, the council had bulked at a $25,000 plan for a
new heating system. Now, it was presenting a proposa for a complete renovation of the
Chrigtian Education Building with alarge new addition and parking lot. Thetota cost was
estimated at $1,000,000 or more. To go with this proposa represented a huge movein
direction and focus for the congregation.

The oldest member of our congregation, one of the true matriarchsin the church,
introduced the motion to proceed at a congregational meeting. We captured her comments on
videotape and shared them with the congregation. She lent wholehearted support to the effort
and firmly believed that Zion could and would rise to the chalenge. She quoted scripture by
saying “faith without worksis dead” and contended that Zion was ready to put faith to work. |
followed her presentation and shared with the congregation the belief that this building program
reflected our commitment to ministry, growth, and the historical ste. | concluded by saying, “I

believe we are ready, | believe we are willing, and | know God will make us able.”
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At the meeting, there was some resistance within the congregation, but the leaders
remained strong and postive. The suggestion was made that we reduce the scope of the
project and just renovate the old Christian Education Building. Someone noted that the fund
raising appeal might not reach the necessary god. Someone el se brought up the five acres and
wondered what would happen to the property. The response of the leadership to each question
was clear, direct, and non-defensve.  To thefirst, our commitment to ministry and growth hed
ruled out asmply renovation. To the second, our commitment to the vision would drive our
financid campaign and we had every intention of meeting and exceeding the god we had
established. To thethird, our dream of the five acres had aways been to see that land used in a
way to best serve the minigtry of the church. This new Chrigtian Education Building was the
fulfillment of that dream. Asthe conversation continued, there was a growing excitement in the
ar. When the vote was findly taken, the motion was passed unanimoudly.

In light of our commitment to ministry and our continued growth, the congregation

authorizes the church council to proceed with plans to upgrade and expand the Chrigtian

Education Building. Further, the congregation authorizes the church council to engage

Lutheran Laity Movement to conduct a fund raising apped a a cost not to exceed

$15,000. When the appea has been completed, the church council will report back to

the congregation with recommendations for afind plan.

In the spring of 1995 the financid campaign was hdd. Asacampaign it exceeded the
projections of LLM and our own optimistic goas. Nearly $400,000 was pledged including
$60,000 from the community.

In June 1995, a congregationd meeting was held. Thefind plans were presented and

the congregation unanimoudy gpproved the proposa to build the new Chrigtian Education

Building. At the sametime, permission was given to sdl the five acres and put the money in the
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building fund. A project manager was appointed and the work proceeded. On May 26, 1996,
Pentecost Sunday, ground was broken for the new building and on September 28, 1997 the
Chrigtian Education Building was dedicated. The new facility enfleshed the ministry vison of the
congregation. More and larger classroom dlowed us to expand Chrigtian Education. A larger
assembly area allowed us to meet as a congregation and open our doors to the community. A
welcoming foyer and adequate parking alowed us to provide greater hospitaity. The addition
of ashower, washer and dryer, and hospitality room adlowed us to better serve in the Interfaith
Hospitality Network. The whole process opened usto new possbilities. The visoning and
building of the Christian Education Building changed the thinking and direction of Zion and
continues to impact the congregation to this day.

Therole of leadership was key to this shift in thinking and acting by the congregation. |
would like to go back over the events that lead to the building of the Christian Education
Building from the perspective of a combined modd of system and servant leedership. As
mentioned, the resistance to addressing the concerns of the old Christian Education Building
surfaced every time the question wasraised. It was strong enough that no action was taken.
For many years, every attempt to force the issue by any pagtor, individud, or committee was
defeated, though everyone admitted there was a problem. We were unable to overcome the
financid barrier and the chance of building on the five areas. What changed?

The change was in the leadership of the congregation. Instead of asking how we could
fix the Christian Educeation Building, we started to ask, “How do we serve God and others?’
The issue became one of cal rather than one of criss. | had a clear sense of vision of what

needed to be done, and | grounded that vision in asense of cal by God and a desire to serve.
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The lay leadership on council cameto share equdly in that vison. We never used the language
of building program or project, but the heading was dways Growing in Minigtry with the
scriptura addendum, “What would you have me do, Lord?’ This clarity of vison made both
the church council and me take a more effective stand as leaders. When the resistance arose,
and it did at that first congregationa meeting, it did not sabotage our efforts. We were able to
hold our pogtion with red excitement and joy, and did not become reactive. We invited people
to join usin this adventure and trusted that God would lead the way. Our persona investment
in the building of the new Chrigtian Education Building was outweighed by this opportunity to
extend our ministry by serving. There was no overt politicking, no power plays, no voting
blocks. The decision of the leadership, including myself, was to share the vison and let it propel
the decisons of the congregation. Certainly the momentum carried weight, but the decision not
to use power tactics was sgnificant. Such an gpproach is critica to both system and servant
leadership.

We used the same model in presenting the project to the community at large. We did
not line up the votes on the township committee to secure the necessary gpproval. Again, we
went to the loca authorities as awhole and shared the vison. To our surprise and delight not
only did the township approve our plans but wholeheartedly endorsed our efforts. Our
approach was indeed paradoxical. We had the politica power in the community to get
whatever we wanted. After dl, the town of Oldwick grew up around the church. We chose,
however, not to use our politica power. We presented the vision and felt that it would lead the

way. Thissense of paradox isimportant to both system and servant leadership.
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The leadership of the church dso led by example. Before going to the congregation to
ask people for financid support, the leadership made their own commitments, the congregation
where financid giving was usudly kept secret, but we shared the information with the
congregation and it had a significant impact on the rest of the congregation. This leading by
example isreflected in both system and servant leadership.

Throughout the process, we kept the vison before us. Our clarity and excitement
hel ped to make the leadership non-anxious and aso help to take the anxiety out of the whole
congregation, the whole system. We were not worried about the chalenges and struggles that
might take place. Asleaders of the church, we were convinced that this growth in ministry, this
new Christian Education Building, is what God wanted us to do. We were convinced that God
would make it happen. The congregation fed off of the cdmness of the leedership.  Where
$25,000 was too much to consider, $1,000,000 or more was doable.  The congregation
stepped out into new territory beyond the concern about debt, beyond the concern about the
fiveacres. A shift took place in the system, and we are sill experiencing the shift. The decison
to grow in ministry by building the Chrigtian Education Building has led to other undertakings—
to Oasis Village, the community we are building to care for the widows and orphans of the Aids
epidemic in Mpongwe, Zambia. We have dso launched Containersfor Christ to send yearly
assistance around the world and the nation. We have become a mission partner with Faith
Kitchen based in Trinity Lutheran Church in Dover, NJ. And we work with the Eastern
Consarvatory of Music to provide daly ingructionsin music for our young people and

community. Thelist goeson, but the point ismade. The congregation changed. The system



moved. And the reason was leadership. It was aleadership that was both system and servant.
The two worked together and complimented each other.

At the beginning of this paper, it was my intention to build a bridge between system and
servant leadership. | believe that many of the qualities of a system leader are captured in the
words of Jesus about a servant leader. My hope isthat this paper has served to clarify the
connection. For me, that connection is compelling and continues to be a source out of which

my minigry flows
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