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Introduction

The mentoring program in the Christian Reformed Church in North America (CRCNA) is 
reflective of a larger movement in the educational, business, and church worlds. More 
than the current fad, mentoring recognizes a significant gap and need in our current 
milieu—a milieu characterized by values of individuality, independence and mobility. A 
classroom-to-cubicle approach to life has been found wanting on a number of levels, not 
the least of which is the growth and maturity of those entering into the demanding 
enterprise of ministry. 

In 1982, synod mandated that all those entering ministry, as well as those reentering 
ministry after a separation, must be engaged in a mentoring relationship. This has been 
the standard—although a standard that has been unevenly met. In 2002, the CRCNA 
experienced a successful bid for a Lilly grant toward sustaining pastoral excellence. 
Enhancement of the mentoring program is a significant focus of the designated funds. 
Pastor-Church Relations (PCR) has been assigned primary responsibility for 
administering this program. 

Key components to the newly energized mentoring program are engaged at various times 
and places in the movement from an under-graduate vocational discernment process to a 
seasoned expression of call in an established place of ministry. The following is a 
summary list of these components. 

Mentoring as part of the Facing Your Future program involving high school students. 
College level mentoring. 
A mentoring program at Calvin Theological Seminary that is integrated into the 
curriculum; especially in the readiness for ministry facet. 
A synodically mandated mentoring program for newly ordained pastors in their first 
five years after ordination.   
Annual continuing education conferences provided for pastors in the first five years 
after ordination. 
A clarified role for regional pastors in the setting up and monitoring of mentoring 
relationships.
The ongoing support of PCR in the administration of the mentoring program. 

The program described in this manual is intended to effectively serve pastors and the 
church in the area of sustaining pastoral excellence. As with all ministry initiatives, these 
materials are to be considered as being dynamic rather than as being static. Enhancements 
and improvements will be made as experience is gained. May our providing God use this 
to his purposes and for his glory! 

This manual was created by the staff of the Office of Pastor-Church Relations – CRCNA.  
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Rationale and Philosophy

There remains little argument that preparation for the Christian ministry cannot be 
completed solely in the academic context of a theological seminary. A pervasively 
understood reality is that, especially in the contemporary context of ministry, 
practitioners need to develop the capacity for ongoing learning and creative adaptation to 
a changing world of church and community. The theological foundation and capacity for 
critical thinking fostered in the seminary community must be supplemented with ongoing 
opportunity for learning and reflection. Mentoring does not presuppose a new 
understanding of ministry. Rather, it recognizes and develops what has been known for 
centuries.

In the Odyssey, Homer tells the story of Ulysses leaving home to fight 
in the Trojan War. Before leaving he entrusted his son Telemachus to 
the care of a tutor whose name was Mentor. Mentor had the 
responsibility of nurturing this young man into mature adulthood. 
Mentor was a gift to Ulysses’ son—a temporary surrogate for a distant 
parent. And Mentor brought a gift to Telemachus—wisdom and 
learning. Mentor was the key player in the dance of a learning-teaching 
relationship—a relationship we can learn from today. 1

Additionally, there is a significant body of written material, generated in the last twenty 
years, that calls attention to the hazards of Christian ministry and the failures of many 
who undertake such a calling. One chronic factor in many of these situations is a default 
development in the lives of pastors of an experience of isolation. From the colleague and 
teacher-rich environment of seminary to the colleague-poor realities of pastoral ministry, 
first-term pastors find that personal and professional isolation is the common cold of 
pastoral ministry. Pastors who do well are those who recognize the issue and proactively 
respond early in their postseminary contexts. 

Mentoring in the CRCNA is a strategy and program that addresses these two concerns. 
First, it provides a solid impetus toward a pattern of life-long learning for pastors. 
Second, it offers an out-of-the-gate pattern that encourages a relationship with a seasoned 
ministry practitioner who can provide a colleague-teacher presence at a time when it is 
most needed. Additionally, it provides the accountability needed to ensure that these 
health-bringing patterns are not deferred until a so-called more convenient time. 

The mentoring model is an action-reflection model. Whereas the primary model in 
seminary is that of first reflecting and then doing, the primary model in mentoring is 
doing and then reflecting. It is a model that is learner (mentee) driven in which the 
circumstances of ministry and the pastors’ responses provide the agenda for 
conversations with the mentor. Although there is an overall expectation as to what the 
mentee will address with the mentor, the sequence of that content is decided by the 
mentee. 

1 Walter C. Wright Jr., The Gift of Mentors (Pasadena, Cailf., DePree Leadership Center, 2001), 1. 
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Finally, this mentoring program is dynamic in its development. Every mentoring 
relationship is unique, and the feedback of those involved will become the material from 
which enhancements are developed. In that way, the entire mentoring program is an 
action-reflection model. May the Spirit of God be actively working in the use and 
development of this tool for pastors and for the church. 
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Mentor Training 

People who are asked to be a mentor are faced with a unique opportunity. The 
opportunity lies in the potential relationship that is inherent when two individuals 
committed to like goals and similar professions meet regularly for interaction. Personal 
and professional growth are likely outcomes. This is noteworthy in an age when 
relationships are eroded by the fast-paced, mobile character of the culture in which we 
live.

The challenge of being a mentor is shaped by a variety of factors, not the least of which is 
the reality that many would-be mentors have not had mentors and the learning that comes 
with it. 

Given this reality, a strategy for mentor training is being developed in the CRCNA with 
the following components: 

A manual that provides various guidelines and helps—the one you are reading. 
A primary text, The Leader’s Journey, by Herrington, Creech and Taylor. 
A list of resources that can provide mentors with help in specific aspects of 
mentoring. 
Consultation and support from the regional pastor and the staff of PCR. 
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Getting Started

Ordination
In its current form, the mentoring program is designed for people being ordained into the 
ministry of the Word and Sacrament in the CRCNA. It assumes that an intensive and 
extensive theological education has preceded this ordination and that participants are 
covenanting with the CRCNA branch of the holy catholic church. The privileges and 
expectations of this mentoring program are appropriate only for those who enter this 
covenant. The CRCNA commits to this reciprocal relationship within the boundaries of 
this covenant. This relationship is intended to enhance the ministry of the church of Jesus 
Christ for the blessing of the world God loves. 

The First Call
How you begin your ministry can profoundly affect how you fare along the way. 
Perspectives, habits, style, and experiences in your first charge have profound power to 
shape and set direction for the years to come. Discerning God’s leading into a place 
where opportunities and challenges match gifts and passions is a crucial aspect of 
beginning ordained ministry in a manner that holds promise for the future. The mentoring 
program is designed to strengthen the possibility that good beginnings will lead to a 
lifetime of fruitful service and to sustained excellence in pastoral ministry. 

Regional Pastors Play a Strategic Role 
The CRCNA is a geographically and culturally diverse family of congregations. Every 
locale and every congregation has its own unique context and story. Regional pastors, 
those seasoned pastors who agree to walk alongside other pastors in their regions, are an 
important component in the mentoring program. Regional pastors localize the 
denominational program. 

Their first role involves assisting a new pastor in selecting possible mentors from those 
who are geographically available and gifted for mentoring. Usually, this will be another 
ordained pastor in the CRCNA, but there may be situations in which it is wise to select a 
mentor from another denomination or church. Logistics and fit will be key factors in this 
selection process. 

Pastor-Church Relations Supports the Process 
The regional pastor will then recommend the selected mentor to Pastor-Church Relations 
(PCR). PCR will, in consultation with the Ministerial Information Advisory Committee, 
approve the selected mentor or ask that another selection be made. The regional pastor 
will then, in consultation with PCR, support the mentoring relationship and provide input 
as requested or needed. This may also involve brokering a new mentoring relationship 
when this seems most beneficial to the person being mentored. 

Mentors – Obligations and Opportunities 
Serving as a mentor to a less-experienced pastor is a high calling and a rich opportunity. 
It is a way to bless the church by assisting and supporting others in a way that strengthens 
the church and multiplies the ministry. No one should accept this responsibility without a 
sense that he/she has been called to do it. Although primary responsibility for initiation 
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lies with the mentee, the mentor’s availability and willingness to enter a covenantal 
relationship is a necessary prerequisite for an effective experience. 

Mentors will give of their time, emotional energy, and experience. They will also gain 
much in terms of learning from another, processing their own ministry experiences, and 
gaining in collegial support. Many mentoring relationships result in life-long friendships 
and encouragement. 
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Tending the Relationship

There may be no more critical a factor in the mentoring program than the quality of the 
relationship between the mentor and the mentee. All the other components of the program 
depend upon this key component. The quality of this relationship must be assessed and 
addressed by the mentor, the mentee, and the regional pastor. 

Key Early Tasks 

Affirm the fit
It is possible that anticipated chemistry in the relationship does not happen. The initial 
mentoring relationship should be terminated for a new one if after a few meetings it 
becomes apparent to any of the parties involved that this mentoring relationship will not 
provide what is needed in terms of a productive relationship. 

Clarify expectations
Within the first few meetings, the expectations of those involved need to be clarified. 
This pertains to such things as: 

Place and frequency of meetings. 
Selection of topics for discussion. 
Occasional participation of spouses. 
Utilization of other ad hoc mentors. 
Occasional group mentoring options. 

Make necessary adjustments
Throughout the mentoring process, adjustments will be required. This may pertain to 
schedule or place of meeting. It may mean the introduction of something new. It may 
mean that the mentee asks the mentor to do less advising and more clarifying of thoughts 
or feelings. The point is that the relationship will plateau or atrophy if adjustments are not 
made. You are encouraged to develop patterns and to tweak those patterns for an 
effective mentoring process. 

Likely Patterns 
There are two patterns to be aware of. Obviously, these are only patterns and not road 
maps relative to your mentoring relationship: 

Relationship Development
In most mentoring relationships, there is a movement from a teacher-learner or coach-
player sort of relationship to one of collegiality. Often the mentor-mentee relationship 
develops into a collegial relationship in which there is mutual learning from one 
another’s wisdom. 
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Topic Development
In his doctoral thesis on mentoring, Robert DeVries notes a frequent progression among 
pastors in their first charges. He defines this as three areas of concern or thought: 

The first area of concern has to do with skills and tasks of ministry.
The second area pertains to pastoral identity. What does it mean for you as a person 
now that you are a pastor? 
The third area that often emerges is that of theological reflection.

o What is the nature of church? 
o How do I understand ministry? 
o What is the central theme of this project? 

The mentoring modules are loosely ordered around these movements in the first parish of 
ministry. 
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Mentoring Modules

Why Modules? 
In many ways, pastoral ministry is a multidimensional, interdependent, and ever-
changing enterprise that defies compartmentalization. In fact, compartmentalization can 
be an unhealthy response to the challenges of ministry and the personal and spiritual 
development of the pastor. 

With this caveat in mind, we acknowledge that meaningful conversation about ministry 
requires focus. The mentoring modules are tools to focus the conversation of the mentor 
and mentee. They are intended to assist in the development of meaningful conversation 
and, possibly, to expose an overlooked or avoided dimension of ministry. 

How Do We Approach Them? 
We envision that prior to a meeting between the mentor and mentee, the mentee will 
suggest a topic of discussion. However, there may be times when the mentor suggests the 
topic. Over the course of the relationship, all of the module topics will be discussed. 
There may also be a topic not in the manual that either the mentor or mentee could 
suggest for discussion. 

When a topic is chosen for an upcoming session, both the mentor and mentee will do 
some prethinking and possibly, some prereading relative to the subject matter. The 
suggested resources found at the end of each module can be used, or additional resources 
may be selected. 

Both the mentor and mentee are asked to record the primary subject matter of each 
conversation in a sentence or two. By mutual agreement, they will determine that the 
module has been sufficiently discussed. The mentee will include this information in the 
required annual report to the Pastor-Church Relations Office. 

Upon occasion, the mentor and mentee may agree that a specific module could best be 
handled by an ad hoc mentor. For example, there may be a pastor in the area who is 
particularly adept at considering “congregational culture.” The mentor and mentee are 
encouraged to utilize such resources with the understanding that the primary mentoring 
relationship remains integral to the effectiveness of this program. 
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From Seminary to Parish – What Is Different?  

Pastors are well acquainted with two environments that are seemingly intimately related 
to each other—the seminary and the parish. Although closely related, they are amazingly 
different. When an individual shifts from the seminary to the parish, profound differences 
will be noticed. Those who struggled in seminary can, at times, thrive in the parish; those 
who thrived in seminary can struggle in the parish. 

Consider the following eight transitions. In what way are you experiencing and 
responding to these identified shifts? 

1. From a peer-rich environment to a peer-starved environment. 

“Friendship with church members can be complicated.” 

2. From an arena of defined and prescribed expectations to an arena of fuzzy 
expectations.

“Where do I find my  assignments?” 

3. From an arena of education directed by others to an arena of education directed by 
you.

“How will I be tested?” 

4. From a reflect-then-do model to do-then-reflect model 

“Pastor, my son just moved in with his girlfriend, what do I do?” 

5. From a what-says-the-Lord? to a thus-says-the-Lord! place. 

“You’re the pastor; you tell us!” 

6. From a level playing field for singles and marrieds to an uneven playing field for 
singles and marrieds. 

Singles – From one among many to a sense that some in the congregation view you as
                 their project. 

Marrieds –  From being seen as an individual to being seen as someone’s spouse. 
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7. From an intellectualized environment to an interpersonalized environment. 

“He’s smart but how is he with people?” 

8. From self-care as important to self-care as a primary task. 

“If the cabin loses oxygen, first put on the mask on yourself, and then assist those
  around you.” 

Pastors who take note of these shifts and adapt to them will effectively make the 
transition from seminary to parish. 

Resources:

Esau, John. “Ten Things I Didn’t Learn in Seminary.” Christian Century (February 
   2003), 12.  (See appendix C – p. 86.) 
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Beginning

How pastors begin in a ministry setting can have a significant impact on ministry in their 
first church as well as in subsequent ministry. The beginning process, however, can be 
adjusted as the result of reflection and dialogue concerning the issues.

For this discussion, beginning includes everything that has gone into developing a 
relationship between you and the congregation; from the initial phone call or e-mail to the 
letter of call; from the first visit to hanging pictures in the house. All parties in the 
relationship have been watching, listening, and processing a plethora of impressions and 
thoughts. Very early there is value in considering the current state of the beginning
process.

Reflections on Relationship Development 
The calling process. 

What was helpful? 
What was not helpful? 
Was there anything you are really thankful for? 
Were there any regrets? 

Reflections on Cultural Anthropology 
Describe the culture of this congregation. 

How they communicate. 
How they influence. 
How they deal with differences. 
How resilience manifests itself. 
How anxiety expresses itself. 
How change is managed. 

Reflect on your responses to this culture. 
Personal affinity – how the culture feels comfortable. 
Personal dissonance – how the culture “pushes your buttons.” 
Key historical considerations. 

Relationship Development So Far 
Who is pursuing a relationship with you? Your reactions? Your thoughts? 
How is the spousal relationship process going? 
What relationships outside of the congregation have you been maintaining? Talk 
about why these might be important. 

Establishing Patterns 
Ways in which you are fitting in. 
Ways in which you are defining yourself as different from the cultural norm. 
How you are feeling about this so far. 
Personal adjustments needed. 
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Resources:

Ammerman, Nancy. Studying Congregations. Nashville.: Abingdon Press, 1998.

Farris, Lawrence. Ten Commandments for Pastors New to a Congregation. Grand
   Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003. 

Friedman, Edwin H. Generation to Generation. New York: Guilford, 1985. (Particularly
   see the chapter 10.) 
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Spiritual Disciplines

“Should the cabin lose pressure, oxygen masks will drop from the ceiling . . . if traveling 
with a small child, put the mask on yourself first and then assist the child.” Preflight 
passenger instructions recognize that self-care and self-nurture must precede the care of 
others. This is also true in the realm of spiritual leadership and pastoral longevity. This 
module is intended to create a context in which your spiritual disciplines can be helpfully 
discussed.

For Discussion: 

Describe your life of prayer—Richard Foster describes it as “our heart’s true home.” 
o How is that true for you? 
o How is it different than that? 

Talk about your current practices relative to spiritual disciplines. 
o How are they effective? 
o What would you like to try? 

In what ways does your preaching and leadership in public worship flow from your 
private practices of study and worship? 
In what ways do you experience tension with these two aspects of your life? 

Using the Lord’s Prayer as your guide: 
o What do you tend to emphasize? 
o What do you tend to neglect? 
o What Scriptures inform your life of prayer; your other disciplines? 

Resources:

Foster, Richard. Prayer, Finding the Heart’s True Home. San Francisco:
   HarperSanFrancisco, 1992. 

Herrington, James. The Leader’s Journey. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003. 

Hybels, Bill. Who You Are When No One’s Looking. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity  
   Press, 1987. 

Job, Rueben P. and Norman Shawchuk. A Guide to Prayer. Nashville: The Upper Room,  
   1983. 

Ortberg, John. The Life You’ve Always Wanted. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002. 
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Willard, Dallas. In Search of Guidance. Ventura, Calif.: Regal Books, 1983. 

____________. The Divine Conspiracy. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998. 

____________. The Spirit of the Disciplines. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998. 
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Sabbath Keeping 

“Come to me all you who are weary or burdened and I will give you rest.”  Matt 11:29 

For God’s people, the rhythm of the good life has included the keeping of Sabbath. For 
the Old Testament faithful this meant that the seventh day of the week would be a day of 
rest in which the foundation and fabric of a God-ordered life would be enjoyed, 
celebrated, and reinforced. 

With the advent of Jesus the old order was partially fulfilled in Christ giving a new 
emphasis and a new focus. Sabbath would now be found primarily in a person and a life 
developed in relationship to this person. Jesus has first place. Shifting the day-a-week 
rhythm to Sunday, the day of the resurrection, marked the early church’s understanding 
of the fundamental way in which Jesus provides rest . . . rest from worry, rest from 
meaningless work, rest from a way of life held hostage by the fear of death. Jesus 
challenged the rules and regulations of the former Sabbath keeping and replaced it with a 
gracious invitation to dedicate time and energy to this foundational and transforming 
relationship of life. 

North American Christians can seem confused about Sabbath keeping. On the one hand, 
the day-a-week rhythm is recognized and maintained. On the other hand, legalistic 
“Sunday observance” is losing its place. What’s left can be a hybrid practice that 
straddles between rules and regulations on the one hand and relationship and celebration 
on the other. 

For pastors, this shifting terrain creates both a challenge and an opportunity. The 
challenge comes from the fact that the one day set aside for rest is often the most 
demanding of work days. In our culture, no other day has the status of Sunday. On the 
other hand, there is a growing awareness of the need for rest. Pastors and their families 
are being challenged to keep Sabbath and to do it both creatively and faithfully—to set 
aside time, to establish patterns that provide both rest and reveling in the fundamental 
relationship of life—the relationship with God through Christ. 

There are some who believe that Sabbath keeping is a sorely neglected practice for clergy 
today and that it is a foundational aspect of life, in fact it is one of the ten commandments 
now fulfilled and transformed in Christ. 

For Discussion 

What do you believe about Sabbath keeping? 
How do your practices reflect your beliefs? 
In what ways do people in your church community share your perspective and 

      practice? 
In what ways is this not the case? 
To what extent have you applied creative energy to Sabbath keeping? 
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Resources:

Dawn, Marva. Keeping the Sabbath Wholly. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989. 
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Nurturing Kingdom Passion

The decision to enter pastoral ministry arises out of a variety of experiences and 
motivations. A healthy call to ministry includes a vision of the kingdom of heaven and a 
lively passion that flows from this vision. But, one’s passion for the kingdom of heaven 
and for a ministry that arises from this vision can erode and atrophy along the sometimes- 
relentless path of parish life. As Eugene Peterson captures it, pastors can become 
religious shopkeepers who effectively abandon their calling, their vocation, and even 
their “first love.” 

Urban Holmes III, quoted in A Guide to Prayer, writes: 

The besetting sin of the desert fathers was acedia or accidie, tellingly 
described as “the devil of the noonday sun.” Acedia is a spiritual 
boredom, an indifference to matters of religion, or simple laziness. 
Symeon the New Theologian wrote to his monks, “Do not forget your 
special tasks and your handicraft to walk about aimlessly and in 
dissipation and so expose yourselves to the demon of accidie.” His 
remark is almost a commentary on the axiom, “Idle hands are the 
devil’s workshop.” 

The ancient sin of acedia lies at the root of the pastor’s or priest’s 
refusal to heed the calling to be the instrument of spiritual growth. In 
1977 Carlyle Marney, a distinguished Baptist “pastor to pastors,” 
spoke at the seminary where I serve. I remember him asking our 
students if they thought after ten years they would still love the Lord 
Jesus or if instead would have become “hand tamped by the gentry.” 
Of course, he would have been exceedingly surprised if any had 
confessed that probably the latter would be the case, but the fact is that 
many ordained persons quickly lose a sense of the excitement of the 
spiritual quest. They succumb to acedia in those forms that are to a 
degree peculiar to our times, and yet share much with previous 
centuries of clergy. 

Many of us when we think of the sins of the clergy recall the “fallen 
priest” in literature, such as the Reverend T. Lawrence Shannon in 
Tennessee Williams play, The Night of the Iguana. He was a boozer, a 
wencher, and had lost his faith. Yet, such a person is less a sinner than 
a casualty. American religion is obsessed with the “warm sins” such as 
illicit sex and gluttony. Because many of us are Donatists—believing 
that the validity of the sacrament depends upon the moral character of 
its minister, which was condemned as a heresy long ago—we become 
inordinately concerned when the warm sins are committed by the 
ordained. What we fail to realize is that pastor or priest who succumbs 
to the sins of passion is fallen, in the same manner as a fallen soldier. 
These are the demons that threaten anyone who sets out upon the path 
through chaos. Some will lose. 
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The sins that should concern us far more deeply are those that prevent 
the ordained from ever exercising their spiritual vocation. These “cold 
sins” truly violate the mission of the pastor to be a symbol, symbol-
bearer, and hermeneut. They arise not from an excess of passion, but 
from a fear of passion. They are the product of a calculated apathy, 
sustained only by the embers of a dying soul. 

Acedia is the root sin of the clergy as spiritual guides. Like a cancer it 
eats away at our abandonment to the love for God and his creation. It 
takes a number of forms, which have much in common with those of 
other centuries, but also have their own peculiar twist in our times.2

Presenting symptoms for this pastoral malaise arise in various forms. Preaching ruts, low 
grade depression, and a loss of joy provide a sampling. The reality is that effective 
pastoral ministry requires sustaining a kingdom vision—a way of seeing life, the world, 
and the congregation as connected to what God has done and continues to do. The 
pastor’s heart needs to resonate at some level with the rhythms of heaven, but what will 
invigorate and sustain this passion? 

For Discussion: 

How would you describe your current passion for the kingdom of heaven? What has 
happened to this passion in the last five years? 
In the past, what has stimulated your vision of the kingdom of heaven? 
What is currently expanding and supporting that vision, or how are you stewarding 
your imagination? 
How would those who know you well describe that which you are passionate about? 
What in your current life tends to dull or weaken the clarity and energy of your 
kingdom passions? What are you doing about these dynamics? What could you do? 

Resources:

Job, Rueben P. A Guide to Prayer for Ministers and Other Servants. Nashville: The
  Upper Room, 1983. 

Peterson, Eugene. Five Smooth Stones. Atlanta: J. Knox Press, 1980. 

______________. Subversive Spirituality. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997. 

______________. Under the Unpredictable Plant. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992. 

______________. Working the Angles. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993. 

2 Job, Rueben P, A Guide to Prayer for Ministers and Other Servants (Nashville: The Upper Room, 1983), 
63.
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Character Formation

The development of Christian character is a lifelong process for any disciple of Christ. To 
have the mind, attitudes, and reflexes of Christ is a necessary aspiration for all who call 
him, “Lord”. This is nowhere more obvious than in the Christian vocation of professional 
ministry. Yet, the history of the Christian church is replete with examples of persons in 
public ministry whose character was marked by chronic and destructive flaws. This does 
much to dishonor the name of Christ and damage the witness of the church.

The continual pursuit of Christian character is an essential dimension of Christian 
ministry, but, in the pursuit of many lesser goals, it can be sorely neglected. It is 
integrally related to every aspect of life and ministry and requires both commitment and 
intentional effort. 

For Discussion:
What are some ways you are able to gauge the growth and strengthening of your 
Christ-like character? 

How do you understand the relationship of God’s work and your effort in the process 
of sanctification? How does that understanding translate into your behavior? 

In recent years there has been an emphasis on accountability and developing 
accountability relationships. Many have indicated that they value of having a small 
accountability group with which they meet regularly. On the other hand, at a recent 
conference, Rev. Peter Scazzero said that “95 percent of pastors having affairs are in 
accountability groups.” 

With whom are you willing and able to be transparent? 
To whom do you confess your sins? 
What are some ways you use to remain hidden? 
What are some of your other thoughts relative to the development of Christian 
character?

Resources:

Scazzero, Peter. The Emotionally Healthy Church. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003. 

Willard, Dallas. Divine Conspiracy. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998. 
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Leading with Your Strengths 

When God called Moses to lead Israel out of Egypt, he provided Aaron as a source of 
support. Moses had many skills, but he was well aware of his limitations. Moses knew he 
needed help, and he accepted that assistance. In ministry, a pastor sometimes feels as if 
he or she must excel in every skill or type of task—but no one can be that well-rounded. 
Having unrealistic expectations about skills and strengths can cause a pastor to direct too 
much energy to areas of deficiency rather than building on areas of strength. How can we 
address this dilemma? 

For Discussion: 

What are your individual strengths? Would others around you identify the same 
strengths?  
Which of your ministry tasks do you find easy? Do you do enough of these “easy” 
tasks? 
Which of your ministry tasks do you find difficult? Do these tasks take up enough, 
too little or too much of your time and energy? 
When it comes to difficult or challenging tasks, how are you approach them?  
How can you organize your work so that you complete these more challenging tasks 

 (at least those that cannot be delegated) while being able to spend a significant 
 amount of time and energy at tasks that are better suited to your strengths? 

Resources:

Buckingham, Marcus & Curt Coffman. First, Break All the Rules. New York, N.Y.:
   Simon & Schuster, 1999.   

Buckingham, Marcus & Donald O. Clifton. Now, Discover Your Strengths. New York, 
   N.Y.: Simon & Schuster, 2001. 
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Ministry Firsts

In the normal life of the congregation there are a number of events and practices that 
become routine and familiar. It should be noted, however, that what seems to be routine 
from a participant’s position can be experienced quite differently from a leadership 
position.

The Sacraments 

1.  Baptism
The who and why questions have often dominated our thinking about baptism. The first 
time a pastor baptizes an infant or adult, the pastor is faced with a cluster of questions 
that may not have previously crossed their mind. Questions may arise around issues such 
as:

What should be said before, during, and after a baptism? 
Are there glitches that need to be anticipated? 
What about god-parents? 
How do I include a nonprofessing spouse? 

2.  Lord’s Supper
Participating in the Lord’s Supper and leading it are two different things. There are a 
surprising number of decisions that precede this sacrament, many of which are made by 
the presiding pastor. Some things to talk about are: 

What is the relationship between tradition and innovation? 
Who serves the elements? 
What about monitoring participation? 
What is the significance of the way in which the elements are distributed? 

Public Ad Hoc Ministry Occasions 

1.  Funeral
Pastors can tell you about their first funeral or about the funeral that “threw them” 
because of the pastoral challenges surrounding it. They can also tell you that funerals are 
some of the richest times of ministry. Leading that first funeral service takes significant 
personal preparation. Some of the issues worth considering are: 

What is expected in this situation? What is needed? Is there tension between the 
expected and the needed? 
What is my relationship to the deceased? To the family? How will that impact my 
leadership? 
How do I work with the funeral director? Is the director able to inform me about local 
customs concerning funerals? 
How do I deal with the intrafamily dynamics/tensions? 
What are helpful ways to approach the graveside service? 
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2.  Wedding
Weddings can be the best of times or the worst of times. Many pastors have stories of 
both. Careful preparation is critical to supporting this significant passage in the lives of 
two people and the Christian community. Angles worth discussing are: 
Premarital strategies – deciding whom to marry; counseling; responding to cohabitating 
partners

Planning the service – role of the couple, the family, you 
Rehearsal – Who’s in charge? (Many pastors find it helpful to graciously take charge 
following conversations with the couple.) How to include the assistance of a wedding 
planner.
Local etiquette 
PREPARE/ENRICH 

Resources:

PREPARE/ENRICH  
www.aacc.net/index.html?http://www.aacc.net/Dist_Learning/Prepare/prepare.htm

Vander Zee, Leonard. In Life and In Death. Grand Rapids: CRC Publications, 1992. 
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Cultural Anthropology

Culture has to do with history, norms, traditions, and the way things happen within a 
particular group. Congregations develop a culture. Being aware of this culture can 
enhance the pastor’s ministry and provide resources for encouragement and change. 
Being unaware of this culture can create a context in which they swing and miss with 
their sermons, their leadership, and their attempts at finding their way. 

What observations are you able to make about the culture of the congregation in which 
you are serving? Ask: 

What does this congregation value? 
What is it proud of? Embarrassed by? 
How does information get shared? Formally? Informally? 
Was there a “golden age”? How is it described? 
Who are the “heroes” here? 
How is this congregation like/unlike the larger community in which it is located? 
What are the taboos here? 
How have changes taken place? 

It is also valuable to consider one’s reactions to the culture. Consider such questions as: 
How is this culture like/unlike the culture of my upbringing? 
What do I like/dislike about this kind of environment? 
In terms of culture, what have I done that has helped my being accepted and effective 
here? What has not helped? 
How can I engage and embrace this congregation and ministry while maintaining 
something of a research-type perspective? 

Resources:

Ammerman, Nancy. Studying Congregations. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998.

Farris, Lawrence. Ten Commandments for Pastors New to a Congregation. Grand
   Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003. 
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Ministry Feedback

“Those who failed to oppose me, who readily agreed with me, accepted all my views, and 
yielded easily to my opinions, were those who did me the most injury, and were my worst 
enemies, because, by surrendering to me so easily, they encouraged me to go too far . . .
I was then too powerful for any man, except myself, to injure me.” 

      Napoleon Bonaparte, Emperor of France 

An important dimension to effective leadership is receiving and processing feedback 
from the congregation and council. The effectiveness of the leader will not exceed the 
clarity of, and wise response to, the reaction of the congregation and the council to 
his/her ministry. Feedback will consist of both informal and formal mechanisms. 

Informal Mechanisms 
Most of the feedback pastors receive in ministry is informal. It consists of an array of 
communications from the congregation that can include: 

Verbal compliments/criticisms. 
Questions/challenges.
Body language. 
Change in the frequency or style of participation. 
Third-party explanations of someone else’s attitudes or behavior. 
Written communications. 

.
The effective pastor will need to receive and interpret these communications in such a 
way that they are available for decision-making. Hazards with this area lie in missing 
these communications or being overly influenced by them. One way to talk about this 
dynamic is to describe the skin of the leader as Velcro (everything sticks), as Teflon 
(nothing sticks), or as Gore-Tex (the good stuff gets through; the less helpful does not). 

Formal Mechanisms 
If the pastor depends entirely upon informal feedback, the pastor is held captive by a 
personal interpretive grid—one that has been shaped and formed by many factors, not the 
least being his family of origin. Formal mechanisms help one to weigh wisely the 
informal feedback received in ministry. Effective formal feedback mechanisms are 
culturally sensitive, affirmed by the larger church world, and administered by wise and 
mature people. The following are some of the most effective formal feedback 
mechanisms: 

Well-conceived, routine performance evaluations—annually in the first three years, 
semiannually thereafter 
Formal pastor-parish relations committee  (see appendix A – p.74) 
Informal conversations with congregational sages 
Guided self-assessments with a someone outside the congregation 
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For Discussion: 

Consider the Velcro dimensions of the leader and strategies regarding formal and 
informal feedback. 

Content of the feedback. 
Source of the feedback. 
Why the feedback sticks. 

Consider the Teflon dimensions of the leader and strategies regarding formal and 
informal feedback. 

The kind of feedback that might be missed. 
Strategies for discerning informal feedback. 
Effectiveness of the feedback. 
Sufficiency of the feedback. 

Consider the Gore-Tex dimensions of the leader and strategies regarding formal and 
informal feedback. 

Regularly processing feedback of another professional. 
Systematic processes for receiving objective feedback. 
Spiritual and physical disciplines. 
Regular processes for receiving objective feedback. 
Regular processing of all feedback with a mental-health professional or seasoned 
colleague.

Resources:

Gilbert, Roberta. Extraordinary Relationships. Minneapolis: Chronimed, 1992. 

Goleman, Daniel et al. Primal Leadership. Boston: Harvard Business School
   Press, 2002.   (Particularly see the chapters and appendix on emotional intelligence.) 

Harrington, Jim. The Leader’s Journey. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003.  (Particularly
   see parts 2 and 3.) 

Hudson, Jill M. Evaluating Ministry. Besthesda, Md.: Alban Institute, 1992. 

The Pastoral Relations Committee. Grand Rapids: Pastor-Church Relations Services of
   the Christian Reformed Church in North America, 1995.  (See appendix A – p. 74) 
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Time Management

Managing time is managing life. It is a whole life enterprise. It involves work and play, 
church and family, time for self and time for friends. How pastors manage their time 
reveals a great deal about their personality, their theology, and their sense of call. 

No two people manage time in the same way. Personality, work style, situation, and 
history will impact our individual approach to time management. Whatever our style, the 
satisfaction of time well managed can be eroded by workaholic or slothful tendencies. 
Part of the challenge in pastoral ministry is that so much of one’s time is unobserved by 
others. Excesses of work or nonwork can go unobserved for significant periods of time. 
Systems of accountability, such as regular office hours, are important for both the pastor 
and the congregation. 

Reflection on Your Attitude Toward Time 
In a class on spiritual disciplines, Dallas Willard encouraged participants to spend some 
time doing nothing. He wanted to challenge the incessant doing that characterizes so 
many of our lives; doing that de facto contradicts the grace foundation of life before God. 
An argument can be made that being good stewards of our time is rightly tackled from 
that grace foundation. Time can become our friend and an opportunity for worship, work, 
prayer, and play. 

What are your attitudes toward time? 
How were these attitudes shaped? 
To what extent do you embrace Sabbath-keeping? (See module on Sabbath keeping – 
p. 18) 

Reflection on Your Practices Relative to Time 
Describe your ideal week. Include personal, family, friends, and work time. Describe 
your current pattern. Think about the discrepancies. 

What would it take to move closer to the ideal? In terms of your beliefs? In terms of 
your habits? 

Reflection on Desired Changes 
Given your personality with its strong suits and propensities for excess: 

How can you celebrate and enjoy your God-given strengths? 
What correctives might need to be considered relative to the challenge of time 
management? 
What next step could you take in terms of time management? 
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Resources:

Allen, David. Getting Things Done. New York: Viking, 2001.

Dawn, Marva. Keeping the Sabbath Wholly. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989.

Peterson, Eugene. Working the Angles. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993.
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Collegial Relationships

An underlying factor among pastors who struggle or self-destruct is isolation and 
loneliness. It is a seedbed for a variety of negative patterns. You are invited to consider 
ways in which collegial relationships can be developed. 

Beliefs 
Actions arise out of beliefs. What pastors believe about friendships, collegial 
relationships, and themselves will influence this aspect of their lives. 

Gil Rendle of the Alban Institute warns pastors against seeking to meet their relationship 
needs within the congregations they are serving. Relationship needs are met in ministry, 
but Gil’s warning pertains specifically to the development of relationships outside of the 
congregation in which pastors (and spouses) can let their hair down and be themselves. 

For Discussion: 

What do you believe about this? 
What has contributed to your belief system about this dimension of life? 
What role have friends played in your life? 
How will you seek to have your friendship needs met? 
In what ways will you “get a life” outside of your work? 
If you are married, talk about how your spouse, and you as a couple, will develop 
relationships that are mutual and safe. 

Resources:

Crabb, Larry. Connecting. Nashville: Word, 1997.

Olthuis, James. The Beautiful Risk. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001. 

Rendle, Gil. The Multigenerational Congregation. Bethesda, Md.: Alban Institute, 2002. 
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Intimacy

One helpful definition of intimacy is shared privacy. Intimacy involves a passing back 
and forth, a sharing of something important and meaningful. This sharing happens under 
a condition of privacy; an exclusiveness that prevents others from participating. Intimacy 
can happen in groups, but it most frequently happens between two people. 

Intimacy can characterize a sharing of various dimensions of life. It can be the 
intellectual intimacy of two graduate students exploring the social lives of seventeenth 
century Finnish blacksmiths; or that of two church workers creating an innovative 
vacation Bible school. It can be the emotional intimacy of assembly line workers who 
talk of their personal lives and feelings to pass the time of day and to develop meaning in 
their work world. It can be the spiritual intimacy that develops when prayer partners 
share faith and doubt, hope and despair, love and distain. It can be an erotic intimacy 
when the sensual chemistry of sexuality is shared by a look, a comment, or a touch. 

To be human is to want and need intimacy and to seek these interpersonal connections 
either intentionally or unintentionally. The observation can be made that intimacy in one 
dimension will usually create a context in which intimacy in another dimension is more 
readily accessible. For example, a husband and wife who have emotional intimacy can 
more easily gain the satisfactions that come from spiritual or sexual intimacy. In ministry, 
pastors have opportunities for intimacy at a number of levels; intellectual, emotional, 
spiritual, and sexual. Effective pastors develop the capacity for intimacy as well as 
internal and external boundaries that keep these intimacies from over-reaching and 
compromising relational integrity. 

Pastors need to be aware of their own intimacy needs; especially those that are acute 
because of developmental gaps or current situations. On many levels, ministry is intimate 
work. Those unaware of, or unresponsive to, their own needs are vulnerable to boundary 
violations and to a compromising of their vocational effectiveness. 

For Discussion: 

How do you understand intimacy? What beliefs do you have about it? 
How are you able to embrace/relish the intimate character of ministry? 
Where are your intimacy needs being met? 
Do you have unmet needs in this area? 
What are healthy internal boundaries? 
What are healthy external boundaries? 

Resources:

Clouid, Dr. Henry, Dr. Jon Townsend. Boundaries. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992. 

Gilbert Roberta. Extraordinary Relationships. Minneapolis: Chronimed, 1992.  

Nouwen, Henri. The Wounded Healer. New York: Doubleday, 1990.
32
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Managing Technological Opportunity

In the last twenty years, a radical change has come in the area of technology. Personal 
computers, cell phones, DVD players, the internet and e-mail have created changes in the 
way we work, communicate and live. In a previous era, television ushered in major shifts 
in the way information was disseminated and how family life was ordered. Whether these 
changes contribute to the body of Christ and the kingdom of heaven or distort and destroy 
it is, in large measure, a result of how technology is managed. This module is intended to 
survey the field and suggest courses of conversation that could lead to a more mature 
stewardship of these resources. 

Consider your own thinking and actions relative to some of the following opportunities. 

Cell Phone
How is the cell phone contributing to your life and ministry? How is it detracting? 
Have you familiarized yourself with the social etiquette and safety issues that come 
with cell phones? How are you practicing them? 

Television/Video
What place do TV and videos have in your life? 
Talk about the advantages and disadvantages of your current practices? Are there any 
changes you would like to make? 

E-mail
What are some of the ways in which e-mail can enhance your personal, family and 
ministry life? 
Are you familiar with the hazards? (For example, a person can impulsively or 
improperly send an e-mail and cause significant relationship problems.) 
Are you familiar with e-mail etiquette and the kinds of communication for which it is 
well suited? 
What other issues arise for you in regard to e-mail? 

Internet
The opportunities for research on the internet seem infinite. 

Have you become familiar with some of these opportunities? 

There are also dangers. 
wasting time 
plagiarism 
pornography
neglect of other practices

Wasting Time
How has the use of the internet positively or negatively affected your stewardship of time? 
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Plagiarism
Few of us have original thoughts or ideas. Most creative work is a combination of things 
learned from others. 

Think and talk about the ways in which you properly credit your sources without
      encumbering your communication. 

Pornography
The incidence of internet pornography among pastors is disturbingly high. 

How do you deal with this possibility? 
Given the private nature of most internet use, what are some strategies you use to 

      deal with this temptation?

Neglect of Reading and Contemplation
Like television, the internet can become a mind-numbing habit that erodes the healthy 
practices of reading and contemplation. 

Talk about how you are doing in this area. 

Resources:

Brown, Lenora V. “Internet Pornography as an Expression of Sexual Addiction.” Update
   (November 2000): 1-5.  (See appendix E – p.88) 

Oates, Wayne. Nurturing Silence in a Noisy Heart. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1979.

Schultz, Quentin, Habits of the High-Tech Heart. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002. 

Stinnett, Chris. “Footnotes in the Pulpit.” Your Church (January/February 2003), 8. (See
   appendix D - 87) 
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Knowing and Owning Your Story

John Calvin, in his Institutes of the Christian Religion, suggests that all knowledge 
consists of two parts—the knowledge of God and the knowledge of self. Knowledge of 
self is both a prerequisite for effective ministry and an odyssey within ministry. Knowing 
oneself means knowing both the sunny and shadow sides. It means a persistent quest to 
discover blind spots that inform one’s ministry, whether or not one recognizes these 
different sides.

There are many ways to tell your story—ways that both reveal and conceal who you
think you are and who you truly are. In this module you are encouraged to tell your story 
in such a way that it helps you further know your story. 

For Discussion: 

Identify turning points in your life—points that marked change in the way you look at 
life or the world. 
Who are the key people in your life? 
Who do you admire? 
Who do you desire to please? 
Who do you distance yourself from? 
Which biblical characters are like you in some way? In what way? 
What has affected your spiritual formation? 
What is one thing you like about yourself? One thing you would like to change? 
To what extent do you understand your hurts and disappointments? 

Resources:

Crabb, Larry. Connecting. Nashville: Word Pub., 1997.

Harrington, James. The Leader’s Journey. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003. 

Nouwen, Henri. The Wounded Healer. New York: Doubleday, 1990. 

Smedes, Lewis. Shame and Grace. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993. 
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Leadership

Church literature is replete with discussions about leadership. The proliferation of writing 
does not eliminate confusion on the issue nor does it preclude the important personal and 
corporate thinking about faithful ways to lead or to think about leadership. 

There is a theoretical and personal level on which leadership can be discussed. The pastor 
makes positive moves when grappling with some of the theoretical and philosophical 
issues and when recognizing his or her strengths and weaknesses relative to that growing 
understanding of effective leadership. 

For Discussion: 

Read the Banner article on leadership found in the appendices (p. 93). Contemplate the 
implications for ministry relative to this approach to leadership. 

What are the strengths and hazards of a heroic, pace-setting model? 
What are the strengths and hazards of a caring-friend model? 
What style do you most naturally gravitate toward? 
Who in your congregational community can help you? How? 
To what extent do you understand the concept of adaptive leadership? 

Resources:

“Leadership: A Working Definition.” A working paper of a Leadership Development  
   initiative of the CRC. To receive a copy, email leadership@calvinseminary.edu .

Ott, Stephen. “Emotional Intelligence and Leadership.” Congregations (Winter 2003),
   20-21.

Smith, Kathleen. “Leading Through Change.” The Banner (September, 2003), 38-39.  
   (See appendix F – p.93) 

Whitehead, Evelyn Eaton, and James D. Whitehead. The Promise of Partnership. 1991.
   Reprint, Lincoln, Neb.: iUniverse.com, Inc., 2000. 
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Pastors and Staff

Over the past thirty years, increasing numbers of churches are choosing to employ more 
than one paid staff member. Many view this change a natural development of 
congregational growth. However, congregational size alone does not entirely account for 
this change. Other factors also come into play including: 

Today’s increased expectations for ministry programming. 
Growing numbers of families with two working parents. 
Fewer multigenerational families in a congregation. 
More targeted and decreased overall voluntarism. 
A realization that pastors cannot excel in every area. 
Increased generational culture gaps leading to a diversity of values and belief. 

While serving in parish ministry as part of a staff team can have many advantages, it also 
brings challenges. The following factors may affect a pastor’s ability to thrive in a team 
environment: 

Congregational culture. 
The pastor’s skills, especially team-building, leadership, and supervisory skills. 
The skills of other members of the staff team. 
A church’s administrative infrastructure. (Eg., existence of a competent personnel 
committee) 
A congregation’s acceptance of additional staff and their roles. 
History of staffing within the congregation. 

In a team-led ministry, pastors must be intentional about nurturing team cohesion. 
Knowing and understanding each other as staff is an important first step for effective 
teamwork. Effective communication is also important. Many staff teams find it helpful to 
participate in team-building exercises, especially those that help differentiate personality 
and work styles. In addition, clearly defining roles and responsibilities through a staff 
covenant and holding regular team meetings can also contribute to positive working 
relationships.

For Discussion: 

How does the “staff” question relate to you and your situation? 
If you applied the serenity prayer to your current staff situation, what would you put 
in each of the following categories: 

o What I feel I cannot change. (Eg., the situation, my gifts, other) 
o What I may be able to change. (Eg., the situation, structure, personnel, my 

role, my response) 
Discuss how to know the difference between what can and cannot be 
changed. (Eg., what is shaping you perspective; who can provide a more 
objective perspective) How might you test making changes? 
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What skills and gifts do you bring to a staff setting? 
How do you see yourself relating to other staff?  Are you the administrator, the 
supervisor, the mentor, spiritual guide, friend, a combination of these? Is it okay to be 
different things to different people? What role do you gravitate toward? 
What is your role in the process of finding, hiring, supporting, evaluating, and 
possibly dismissing staff? What roles do you find most enjoyable/most stressful? 
What is in place to encourage you and your staff to get to know and understand each 
other? 
What steps can you take to help integrate new staff with existing staff? 

Resources:

Cladis, George. Leading the Team-Based Church. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass,
   1999. 

deKoning, Neil. Guiding the Faith Journey: A Map for Spiritual Leaders. Grand Rapids: 
Faith Alive Christian Resources, 1996. 

Holford, Trish. Our Staff: Building Our Human Resources. Minneapolis: Augsburg
   Fortress, 2002. 

Laswon, Kevin E. How to Thrive in Associate Staff Ministry, Herndon, VA: Alban
   Institute, 2000. 

McIntosh Gary L. Staff Your Church for Growth – Building Team Ministry in the 21st

   Century. Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2000. 

Westing, Harold J. Church Staff Handbook: How to Build an Effective Ministry Team.
   Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1997. 
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Congregational Change 

The classic dilemma for pastors comes in the contradictory statement, “Pastor, we want 
you to lead us, but don’t change anything!” An obvious over-simplification, but this 
confusing message does capture much of the challenge around pastors functioning as 
agents of change. The effective pastor has learned how to lead and bring change while 
maintaining a high level of clarity and trust in the congregation. 

On the one hand, pastors who adopt a maintenance approach to ministry will be rightly 
faulted for not providing leadership, while on the other hand, pastors who initiate change 
can be criticized for railroading the church. One has a high level of leadership if one can
lead change in a courageous, visionary, and pastoral manner. The hazards are many.   

For Discussion: 

Will I be more likely to stumble around too-much-too-soon or don’t-rock-the-boat 
sorts of excesses in ministry? What feedback have I received that validates this 
tendency? 
How do I perceive this congregation’s attitude toward change? What is sacred and 
thus unchangeable? What are patterns that can easily be changed? How have I come 
to these conclusions? How can I discover this reality? 
How do I perceive, in terms of trust and capacity for my facilitating change, the 
congregation’s possible response? 

Resources

Harrington, Jim, Mike Bonem, and James H. Furr. Leading Change in the Congregation.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000. 

Rendle, Gilbert R. Leading Change in the Congregation.1998. Reprint, Herndon, Va.:
   Alban Institute, 2001. 

Seely, Edward D. “Defusing Fear of Innovations: Facilitating Change in the Church.”
REC Focus (September 2003), 40-61. 
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Responding to Multiple Generations 

Inherent in ministry is the need to involve and serve people of different generations. This 
has always been the case. However, with today’s fast pace of societal change, an age 
difference of just five to ten years can result in significant clashes of values, 
communication styles, hopes, and fears.

With members aged 9 months to 99 years, churches face a significant challenge when it 
comes to engaging members of many age groups. Multigenerational dynamics vary 
greatly from congregation to congregation, but no congregation is immune to the 
challenges of making their ministry relevant across all age groups and interests. 

In churches with large numbers of immigrants, age differentials can be even more 
challenging for pastors. It is well known that the culture of a first generation immigrant is 
strikingly different from that of their North American born children and grandchildren. 
Not only does this present challenges for a church in creating unity around mission, 
vision and strategy, it also creates a weekly challenge for pastors who try to make their 
preaching relevant to members, both old and young. 

Unfortunately, many pastors unintentionally gravitate toward one or two generations 
within the church. For example: their method of sermon construction, choice of 
examples, and style of delivery often appeals to a specific generation. Over time, other 
generations can begin to feel left out or ignored. To avoid the perception of favoring one 
generation over the other, some pastors find it helpful to develop specific strategies to 
ensure that people of many different generations are engaged in ministry programs and 
preaching. 

For Discussion:

Describe the generational demographics in your congregation and identify the 
generations.
If you were to guess the “default” generation to whom you most often speak, which 
generation would that be? How do you come to that conclusion? 
Do you sense there may be generations in your church with whom you are less 
connected?  Are there age groups that you find it difficult to reach? Why? 
What strategies could you develop to more intentionally recognize and respond to the 
diversity of generations within your congregation? 
What else have you learned about the diversity of perspective within the congregation 
you are serving? 
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Resources:

Bennis, Warren G. and Robert J. Thomas. Geeks and Geezers: How Era, Values, and 
   Defining Moments Shape Leaders. Boston: Harvard Business SchoolPress, 2002. 

Rendle, Gilbert R. The Multigenerational Congregation: Meeting the Leadership   
   Challenge. Herndon, Va.: Alban Institute, 2002.

Underwood, Chuck. The Generational Imperative: Understanding Generational 
   Differences in the Workplace, Marketplace and Living Room. Cincinnati: The
   Generational Imperative, Inc., 2007. 
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Stress in Ministry

“The stress on leaders . . primarily has to do with the extent to which the leader has been 
caught in a responsible position for the relationship of two others . . two persons . . . (any 
two sides to an argument . . . )” 3 Ed Friedman 

A chronic area of misunderstanding among pastors and church leaders relates to the 
causes of, and response to, stress in ministry. Frequently, conversations concerning
stress in ministry focus on workload, job description, and the 24/7 nature of ministry. 
While these may play a part in the development of stress, they are not the primary 
precipitating factor. 

The game of chess provides us with a vivid example of stress in ministry. As the game 
progresses, the players win or lose based on the position of the king in the arrangement of 
players. When a king is caught where any move will lead to his demise, it is a situation of 
checkmate. The player is stuck! The player is about the lose the game. The primary cause 
of stress in ministry is the way that pastors are thwarted in the arrangement of 
relationships.

To experience checkmate means that no matter which way the pastor moves he or she 
will lose something in the way of approval, support, or trust from key people in the 
congregation. In ministry, this is a major factor in developing stress. The following 
illustration may help clarify: If the pastor responds affirmatively to the innovators in 
worship and initiates changes that eclipse the forms and practices loved by others in the 
church, he or she will win and lose in terms of his or her relationships within the 
congregation. An additional factor is that the pastor will be seen as central to this 
congregational dynamic. 

Self-differentiation, a term developed from family-systems theory, describes a pastor’s 
ability to stand in the middle of this relationship maze and maintain his or her ability to 
think clearly, respond thoughtfully, and not get ensnared either by the criticism or by the 
adulation coming his or her way. Developing this quality is crucial to resilience in 
ministry. 

Or again, a pastor experiences stress as he or she finds that their schedule and their 
spouses’ schedule are chronically overlapping. Saying no to all Saturday night 
engagements limits their social life. Saying yes adds significant burdens to the Sunday 
morning responsibilities. Considerable conversation and negotiation may be required to 
deal with this experience. 

Other factors can heighten the likelihood of this sort of stress. Sometimes the church
structure itself is a contributing factor.  For example, in congregations with a growing 
                                                          
3 Edwin H. Friedman, A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix (Bethesda, The Edwin  
   Friedman Estate/Trust, 1999), 276. 
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staff, the lead pastor can become the conduit of communication between the council and 
the staff—in which case, the pastor is being asked to defend the council to the staff and 
the staff to the council. 

Sometimes poorly defined goals and objectives create an environment wherein 
individuals or groups “corner” the pastor because they believe that the congregation and 
the pastor should be pursuing different and, sometimes, mutually exclusive directions.
Thus, the pastor’s stress level goes up. 

For Discussion: 

Talk about your opinions as to the accuracy of the above introductory paragraphs on 
stress in ministry.  

Do you agree? How? How not? 
Can you remember a time in your life when you felt that your relationship had 
reached checkmate? What was that like? How did you respond? 
What impact does the church structure have on your stress level? On the clarity of 
agreed upon goals and objectives? 
Talk about some ways to help your lay-leaders understand the causes of stress in 
ministry. 

Resources:

Friedman, Edwin H. A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix.
   Bethesda, Md.: The Edwin Friedman Estate, 1999. 

______________. Friedman’s Fables. New York: Guilford Press, 1990. 
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Conflict

“It’s best to stay in touch with both sides of an issue. A person who fears God deals 
responsibly with all of reality, not just a piece of it.” Ecclesiastes 7:18 The Message

A normal dimension to pastoral ministry is conflict. This can be constructive, helpful, and 
productivity. It can also be destructive, discouraging, and confusing. Few people enter 
ministry fully ready to respond to the conflicts that arise. 

Conflict has the potential to provide breakthroughs in insight and behavior. Acts 15 
provides an example of how an intense conflict became the context in which the Holy 
Spirit guided the church. Many of us, however, through a variety of experiences, have 
come to instinctively believe that conflict is wrong or dangerous. In this module, you are 
invited to explore some of the factors that may affect your response to the certain 
conflicts that will arise. 

Theological Reflection on Conflict 
Think about how conflict is viewed in the Bible. 

Is there a difference between the Old Testament and New Testament relative to 
perspectives on conflict? 
To what extent have you contemplated a biblical understanding of conflict? 

Personal Reflection on Conflict 
Early life experiences can have a profound affect on our attitudes about life. This is 
certainly the case relative to conflict. 

Think about how your family dealt with conflict when you were growing up. What 
did you like about this?  What was not so helpful? 
How might this inform your future learning around the issue of conflict? 
What conflicts in your teen and adult years have you experienced? 
How do these conflicts continue to inform your reaction or response to conflict in the 
congregation? 

Congregational Reflection on Conflict 
What do you perceive to be this congregation’s attitude toward and response to 
conflict? What is healthy about that? What is not?  
How has their history affected their way of dealing with conflict? 
What can you do to help this congregation manage conflict as it arises? 

For Discussion: 

Who can you develop relationships with that will help you in your capacity to deal 
with conflict? 
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Resources:

Blackburn, Richard. Conflict Transformation Skills for Churches. Lombard, Ill.:  
   Lombard Mennonite Peace Center, 2003. 

Boers, Arthur Paul. Never Call Them Jerks. Bethesda, Md.: Alban Institute, 1999. 

Leas, Speed. Discover Your Conflict Management Style. Washington, D.C.: Alban  
   Institute, 1997. 

Steinke, Peter. How Your Church Family Works. Washington, D.C.: Alban Institute,
   1993. 
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Confidentiality
Who can I talk to about this?

In the context of ministry, pastors interact with many people and are told about personal 
and private concerns. The expectation of parishioners is that these conversations will be 
confidential, and that expectation is a legitimate one. 

Confidentiality, however, can create some problems. While pastors are committed to 
confidentiality with individuals, they also work with a congregation, other family 
members, and a council. Keeping secrets can be a burden. A pastor must make judgment 
calls as to what can or should be communicated and what ought to remain confidential:  

With whom does the pastor consult concerning issues requiring the spiritual guidance 
of  parishioners? 
With whom does a pastor consult regarding judgment calls? 
What if a person is being hurt by another's behavior? 

There are many issues to consider when dealing with confidentiality. Here are some of 
them: 

1. Confidentiality is a primary responsibility of the pastor in relationships. Any 
exceptions must be carefully weighed. 

2.   Be clear with the church council and the congregation about confidentiality and its
      limits. 
3.   Engage the services of a colleague or consultant outside the church community. This  
      person should be a professional who is aware of the ethics of confidentiality but can
      assist in determining proper responses. This, by the way, is not breaking privilege
      but is an opportunity in a safe environment to sort out appropriate responses. 
4.   Do not consider your spouse a confidant in regard to confidential matters. Although  
      your spouse will likely be aware of some confidential situations, it is wise to keep this  
      to a minimum. When spouses become a primary confidant for the pastor, it can  
      negatively affect their capacity for relationships with congregational members. Such  
      sharing can also become a burden to the marriage as ministry increasingly is a focal  
      point for the relationship. 
5.   Know the state and provincial laws regarding the duty to inform. This involves abuse 

and harm to self or others. 
6.   If you believe that it is necessary to inform family, fellow officebearers, or another  
      professional, seek permission (preferably written) to disclose. 

For Discussion: 

What challenges have you had with issues of confidentiality? 
Do you believe that ministry is unique from other professions in regard to privileged 
communication? 
How do you keep your spouse adequately informed without saying too much? 
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Who in your community can serve as a safe consultant? 

Resources:

Christian Reformed Church in North America. “Report of the Committee  
   on Clergy Silence.” Agenda for Synod, 1988, 317-43. 

Christian Reformed Church in North America. “Report of the Committee  
   on Clergy Silence.” Acts of Synod ,1988. 534-37. 

Christian Reformed Church in North America. Church Order of the
   Christian Reformed Church. Articles 65 and 82-84 with Supplements.   
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Transference and Counter-Transference 

Webster’s dictionary defines transference as “the redirection of feelings and desires—
especially of those unconsciously retained from childhood toward a new object.” 
Counter-transference occurs when the object of the original transference unconsciously 
reciprocates based on his or her own feelings or desires. Pastoral ministry is an arena in 
which this dynamic can easily happen. 

There is a strong find-a-need-and-fill-it dynamic to pastoral ministry. Pastors are 
instinctively inclined toward meeting needs. In a profound way, the church is a place for 
needy people. Those without need are not attracted to the gospel or to churches in which 
the gospel is demonstrated and expressed. Pastors are those articulating the gospel and 
are the visual leaders of the church. As a result, they are frequently the objects of 
transference. Pastors, insufficiently aware of their own needs and gaps, are sitting ducks 
for counter-transference. For example, a spouse whose marriage is devoid of intimacy 
may be attracted to a clergyperson who, concurrently, is experiencing acute needs for 
affirmation. When the spouse approaches the pastor for pastoral care, the mutual 
“attractions,” although not conscious, may create a magnetism that is neither healthy nor 
helpful. 

The transference and/or counter-transference dance can occur in the context of worship, 
counseling, or other venues within the life of the church. This reality informs many other 
ministry dynamics such as the pastor’s need for: 

Approval.
Intimacy. 
Friendship.
Collegial relationships. 
Self-awareness. 
Spiritual disciplines. 
Effective feedback and accountability. 

The dynamic of transference and/or counter-transference is something that needs to be 
intellectually and emotionally understood. Pastoral intelligence will include a growing 
awareness of how this is affecting ministry relationships. 

For Discussion: 

Talk about your understanding of, and history with, this dynamic. 
What is or is not in place to help you with this possibility? 

      (Eg., One helpful practice is the pastor’s meeting with an experienced pastor or a 
      mental health professional on a regular basis to discuss the pastor’s more intensive 
      work with parishioners.) 

In what area(s) can you check out your gut feelings about specific relationships in 
your ministry? 
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Resources:

Benner, David G. ed. Baker Encyclopedia of Psychology. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985.
   (See page 1,173 – transference.)
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Difficult People 

A sidebar debate has been taking place for some time in the world of parish ministry.  
This debate has to do with the nearly universal experience that pastors have of dealing 
with difficult people within the congregation they serve. No matter how you view this 
reality there is value in considering the difficult people in the congregation you serve and 
conversing about this topic with a seasoned mentor. 

Two authors are often associated with the debate, although it is doubtful that either is that 
stridently assertive about their approach. Lloyd Rediger maintains that within 
congregations there can be people potentially functioning as “clergy killers.” He authored 
a book by that name, but indicated after its publication that the title was chosen by the 
publisher for marketing purposes and not a title he prefers. Nonetheless, the book 
describes individuals who, consciously or unconsciously, train their personal and 
interpersonal weapons on the pastor. On the other side of this somewhat contrived 
argument is Arthur Paul Boers, a non-violent systems theorist, who, in Never Call Them 
Jerks, argues that the labeling of difficult people in the congregation does not serve us 
well. Rather, when we label people we do ourselves a disservice and lose our capacity to 
see them as people as well as our ability to respond to them in a self differentiated way. 
We let them “push our buttons” leading us to automatic rather than chosen responses. 

Perhaps Ed Friedman provides helpful passage through this dilemma and the frequent 
realities of the crazy-making situations in parish life. He pictures the clergy collar as “the 
screen on which people play their home movies.” His perspective conveys that all 
parishioners have “home movies” (the working out of family issues) and that some of 
them are of the horror/terror genre. He also suggests that persons will often project these 
issues onto clergy—a dynamic that can seem as an overt or covert personal assault. The 
question then is whether or not the pastor is alert and thoughtful enough to choose how 
and when to allow these movies a vivid screening. 

It should be noted that not all “difficult” people can be painted with the same brush.  
There are individuals whose current life circumstances are so difficult and perplexing as 
to challenge the healthiest of individuals. Their acute behavior is not then indicative of a 
chronic condition. There are others who struggle with mental illness and whose reactions 
are skewed by their internal processors. For example, a person challenged with 
“borderline personality” disorder can function at a very high level, but create a situation 
in which the people around him can never do it right. For the pastor to accurately assess 
what is happening will require observation, thoughtfulness and, most likely, the input of 
astute guides who have some training and experience in sorting out the various dynamics 
of “difficult people.” 

Strategies to Consider: 
The pastor can become increasingly aware of his/her own sensitivities and triggers. This 
can help to discern if the pastor’s experience with the individual is interpersonally unique 
or an experience shared by others. 
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The pastor may be able to discuss this with the elders or an elder as a way of gaining 
broader perspective. 

Many pastors find that meeting regularly with a mental health professional can help them 
respond effectively to the ongoing challenges of difficult behavior. 

Some strategic reading and discussion with peers can be helpful. 

It may be helpful to come to some awareness that dealing with difficult people is not an 
unusual experience in parish ministry and that there are appropriate ways to share the 
pain and proactively respond so as not to lose one’s heart or appetite for ministry. 

For Discussion: 

Are there currently individuals within my congregation I would describe as 
“difficult”?  How am I currently responding? Is that working?  Is it helpful to the 
congregation? 
How much of my thought time is being given to this situation? Is this appropriate 
given the circumstances? 
With whom am I processing this?  Is this working and is it wise? (If married: What 
are the benefits and limits of discussing this with your spouse?) 

Resources:

Boers, Arthur Paul, Never Call Them Jerks, Herndon, Va: The Alban Institute,  
   1999. 

Friedman, Edwin H., Friedman’s Fables. New York: The Guilford Press, 1990. 

Friedman, Edwin H., Margaret M. Treadwell, and Edward W. Beal, A Failure of Nerve,
   Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix. Bethesda, Md: The Edwin Friedman Estate,  
   1999.

Mason, Paul T. & Randi Kreger, Stop Walking on Eggshells. Oakland, Calif: New  
   Harbinger Publications, Inc., 1998. 

Rediger, G. Lloyd, Clergy Killers: Guidance for Pastors and Congregations Under  
   Attack, Westminster John Knox Press: Louisville, 1997. 

Steinke, Peter, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times – Being Calm and 
   Courageous No Matter What. Herndon, Va: The Alban Institute, 2006. 
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Single in Parish Ministry

Being single, whether unmarried or previously married, and ministering in a parish 
setting presents its own set of opportunities and challenges. Most congregations in the 
CRCNA do not have experience with single pastors. Therefore, many single pastors find 
themselves working within a context where most of their colleagues are married. 

As with married people in ministry, there is no one pattern by which singles can be 
defined. There are however discussion points that can lend some encouragement to 
conversations within a mentoring relationship in which either the mentor or the mentee is 
single.

For Discussion: 

What are some of your feelings about singleness in ministry? 
To what extent is it a chosen course for you? 
How does this play into your thinking about singleness in ministry? 

Singles in ministry recognize various opportunities: freedom of schedule, greater margins 
in time, and the potential for pursuing an aspect of ministry without undue consideration 
for another person. Another benefit cited by a single pastor was the frequency with which 
congregates invited her over for meals and the opportunities this presented for becoming 
acquainted with the members of the congregation. 

What are some of the opportunities you are experiencing that are related to your 
singleness? 

Singles in ministry may also experience challenges: issues of loneliness and a longing for 
intimacy. Congregations might respond in a variety of ways to pastors who are single—
some helpful and some not. Every congregation is unique. 

What are some of the challenges you are experiencing that are related to your 
singleness? 
Where will you find a sense of community beyond the limits of congregational life? 
Who can help you gain perspective after a difficult council meeting? 
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Spousal Connection 
Role Negotiable – Support Essential

There are few professions practiced by married people that impact spouses more than 
pastoral ministry. The connections between the pastor’s professional life and personal life 
are integral and multidimensional. The manner in which the pastor and the spouse 
respond to these dynamics is an important topic for conversation. 

It can be said that the approach pastors and spouses take to these dynamics is as diverse 
as the people and situations represented. Although, at one time, there may have been a 
standard pattern to which all pastoral couples were called and by which they were 
evaluated, in most contexts this is no longer the case. It cannot be said, however, that this 
new situation renders the topic irrelevant. Some of the variables that will impact the 
pastor’s effectiveness and resilience in ministry are the response of the pastor to his/her 
spouse, the response of the spouse to the ministry, and the relationship of the 
congregation to the spouse and the pastoral couple. Additionally, the emergence of 
married people, both of whom are professional pastors, generates new opportunities and 
issues that will invite further reflection and conversation. 

The following are some starting points to meaningful conversation. Perhaps some of 
them will stimulate important conversations between the pastor and spouse as well as 
between the mentor and mentee. The mentor and mentee may also invite the spouse of 
the mentee, and perhaps of the mentor, to join in the interchange. 

For Discussion for Pastors and Spouses: 

How much have we shared in the preparation process for parish ministry? 
To what extent have we discussed the implications that responding to this call will 
have/is having upon: 
o our marriage 
o our family 
o our friendships 
o our schedules 
o our respective roles 
o our finances 

Many clergy couples have found value in exploring their respective places and roles in 
their families of origin. This can lead to greater understanding of their sense of place 
within the congregational family. 

Is this something we have explored or would like to explore? 

Spousal cooperation is seen as an important characteristic for church planters. This does 
not imply that the spouse’s time is devoted to the congregation, but it does suggest a 
certain attitude and perspective. 

To what extent do we see this as relevant to our current ministry?  
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How is it not relevant? 

Finding a safe place in terms of trusting relationships can be elusive for pastors and 
spouses.

To what extent is this a challenge for you? 
How is the spouse finding an arena in which there is a level playing field for candid 
conversation? 

Married life can bring many changes. So can ministry. 
Talk about the way in which changes in your marriage and family are impacting your 
ministry. 
Talk about how changes in ministry are impacting your marriage and family. 

Do any of the above questions concern us?  
How might our reaction to a question prompt further exploration? 

Resources:

Cloud, Henry and John Townsend. Boundaries. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992. 

Gilbert, Roberta. Extraordinary Relationships. New York: Doubleday, 1990.

Merrill, Dean. Clergy Couples in Crisis. Waco: Word Books, 1985.

54

Sustaining Pastoral Excellence. Marriage and Ministry. Grand Rapids:
 Christian Reformed Church in North America, 2008.



55

Pastors, Parenting and Potpourri

Pastors are unique and live in unique situations. Many are married and have children. 
Others find themselves in different situations. The purpose of this module is to help begin 
a conversation between mentor (and spouse?) and mentee (and spouse?) about the 
specific dynamics that will inform and intersect with parish ministry. Mentees, and 
perhaps mentors, are invited and encouraged to address applicable situations with candor, 
sensitivity, and a desire to honor the inevitable and complex ways in which the situation 
of the pastor interacts with parish ministry. 

An important dynamic for married pastors with children is to consider the interplay 
between the parental role and the pastoral role. And it is important to acknowledge that a 
module about parenting opens the door to many unique situations for pastors, some of 
which are: 

Having one or more children. 
Struggling with infertility. 
Consciously choosing not to have children. 
Having a child or children with “special needs”. 
Having adopted children—potentially with different ethnicities. 
Having a “blended” family where there is an additional father or mother. 
Unmarried individuals adopting children. 

Whatever your situation, it will affect your ministry. Questions arise around how it 
affects your ministry, your awareness of these dynamics, and the strategies you develop 
to be whole and healthy in the various facets of life. 

The following questions are intended to help launch a conversation. You are encouraged 
to adapt these questions/prepare your own to provide the framework for a helpful 
conversation.

For Discussion: 

What is your home/family situation?  How does it impact your ministry? 
How does your situation help you relate to some members of your congregation?  
How may it inhibit relationships with others? 
Where do you find it most difficult to develop and maintain boundaries between 
home/family life and work? 
What are your congregation’s expectations around “Hallmark holidays” such as 
Mother’s Day and Father’s Day?  How will you think about worship and preaching 
on these holidays? 
What else about your situation attracts your thought time, your prayer time, and your 
conversation with others? 
With whom are you most comfortable discussing the joys and challenges of your 
current situation?  If you lack that kind of support, what can you do to change that? 
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What unique circumstances should you consider in this area? 

Resources:

(Both mentor and mentee are invited to develop a list of helpful resources.) 

56



57

Money

Financial matters are integral to the life of ministry. The subject of money is addressed 
frequently in the Bible; in fact, more frequently than many might realize. Financial 
matters can present a myriad of challenges for pastors and their congregations. 

Finances and the Pastor 
Managing your personal finances is a basic issue of responsible discipleship. It is an issue 
that is directly or indirectly related to a many of other issues such as balancing concerns 
for family with concerns for church or the desire to be treated fairly while not wanting to 
stir up trouble. 

Thoughts about education, recreation, retirement, pastoral tenure, and stress often include 
a financial component. Under or over-focusing on this area can be detrimental to one’s 
personal, family, or vocational life. 

For Discussion: 

Personal finances
Do I tend to over-focus or under-focus on this dimension of life? 
What can I do to make a positive, corrective move relative to money? 

Spouse and family
How does money play into our marital relationship?
How would we like money to function?
How are we teaching money management to our children?
How does one’s history with money impact the present?

Finances and the Pastor-Congregation Relationship 
One frequent point of tension for pastors is that of financial compensation and benefits. 
Money often becomes an issue in discussions of pastoral performance, pastoral tenure, 
and the daily life of the congregation. Fair, objective, and prudent approaches to issues of 
pastoral compensation and church budget can be difficult to achieve. 

For Discussion: 

Compensation/benefits 
How can I encourage structures and procedures in the life of the church that help 
objectify discussions and decisions concerning this issue? 
How can I manage myself in the congregation so that I am able to stay in the 
discussion with clarity, assertiveness, and conviction without becoming actively or 
passively reactive to the dynamics in the room? 
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Finances and Pastoral Instruction 
A key aspect of following Jesus is the stewardship of the God’s resources. Congregations 
need to hear about money from the pulpit and in the classroom. Doing this wisely and 
well is not always easy. As much as with any other issue, the congregation’s response to 
the message will be closely tied to its response to the messenger. 

For Discussion: 

Talk about wise and unwise approaches to preaching and teaching about money and 
stewardship in the congregation. 

Who among my colleagues is doing this well and might be able to provide help with 
strategic thinking about this dimension of ministry? 

Resources:

Burkett, Larry and Ron Blue. Wealth to Last. Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 2003. 

The latest pastoral compensation survey is mailed to all pastors in July of each year. 
Additional copies are available by calling 800.272.5125 or 616.224.0833, or by e-mail    
haynesn@crcna.org
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Working in the CRCNA

Church historians may well observe that at the turn of the millennium denominations in 
North America are at risk of being marginalized or ignored. The rise of large, 
entrepreneurial, independent congregations has led to “teaching churches.” On many 
fronts, these churches are providing resources for congregations and pastors in ways that 
formerly came from denominational agencies. How pastors understand this new way of 
getting information is worthy of prayerful and reflective meditation and discernment. 

Denominational agencies continue to provide foundational services without which many 
congregations would be searching for comparable supports. These services pertain not 
only to ministry delivery but also to background assistance in the area of governance, 
communal study of current issues, finances, abuse prevention, pastor-church relations, 
and disability concerns. The development and delivery of various ministries throughout 
the world also extend the reach of local congregations. Additionally, denominational task 
forces and standing committees are actively adapting to the changing church culture and 
are seeking to provide up-to-speed resources for local congregations and their leaders. 

In this changing context, pastors entering into ministry or currently engaged in ministry 
within the CRCNA can be dealing with many thoughts and feelings about the 
denominational connections that are significant factors in their ministry. 

The reality is that people engaged in this mentoring initiative are ministering within the 
context of a denomination called the Christian Reformed Church in North America 
(CRCNA). Understanding this denomination and our participation in it is an important 
aspect to pastoral ministry. 

Understanding the CRCNA
Just as doing some cultural anthropology is important for a pastor beginning a 
relationship with a congregation, so also is this kind of study and reflection relative to the 
denomination. Understanding the CRCNA in terms of its history, its polity, its structure, 
its many faces, its changing climate, and its current issues is part of practicing ministry in 
this context. Pastors who ignore these aspects of their context do so at their own risk and 
that of their congregation. 

Learning about the CRCNA could involve: 
Strategic reading.   What have you read?   What could you read? 
Conversations with those experienced in the CRCNA. 
Conversations with those who have recently entered the CRCNA. 
Conversations with those who have left the CRCNA. 
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Understanding Your Own Thoughts and Attitudes about the CRC 
One aspect of understanding the CRCNA is becoming familiar with the lenses through 
which you are looking. Your personal experiences and relationships can reduce or distort 
the awareness you have of this larger church community. 

You are encouraged to reflect on some of the following: 
Your own history. 
The era that is shaping you. 
Your past experiences, or that of your family, with the CRCNA. 
Your family’s attitudes toward the CRCNA. 
Your thoughts about institutions . 
Your basic way of thinking about the church-as-organism/church-as-institution 
dynamic. 

Resources:

Christian Reformed Church in North America. What It Means to Be Reformed – An
   Identity Statement. Grand Rapids: CRC Publications, 2002. 

Bennis, Warren. Geeks & Geezers. Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2002.
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Pastor Transitions 

A Kenny Rogers song catches some of the dynamics around transitions in ministry. He 
sings, “You’ve got to know when to hold ‘em, know when to fold ‘em, know when to 
walk away, and know when to run.” Knowing “what time it is” in parish ministry is no 
easy task. Many pastors will find a time in life when this is the case. In fact, it is not 
unlikely that within your first five years of ministry you will be asking yourself questions 
about the time to move on. These questions will come and go throughout your ministry 
seasons and will be no less relevant when you are within five years of retirement.   

Discerning whether it is time to make a transition involves a variety of internal and 
external factors. Although it is a very personal dynamic, it is usually not an issue that 
involves only the pastor. Others affect, and are affected by, decisions in these areas. 

One overarching factor pertains to our sense of identity. David Rich, the Presbyterian 
pastor who has thought long and hard about the transition to retirement, challenges 
pastors to consider their baptism as the primary identity shaping event of their lives. As 
he develops it, this emphasis provides a timeless source of identity that is not conditioned 
by the situational variables of life. 

For Discussion: 

What external situations/developments are contributing to your current thoughts 
about transition? - These could be age, health, spousal dynamics, relationship with 
congregation etc. 
What internal processes are at work as you think about transition? - These could be 
observations, beliefs, intuitions, etc. 
What dynamics have the most impact for you in the development of your self 
perception, your identity? How do you see yourself as you anticipate the inevitable 
transitions of your life? 

Resources:

Oswald, Roy M., James M. Heath, & Ann W. Heath. Beginning Ministry Together: The   
   Alban Handbook for Clergy Transitions. Herndon, Va: The Alban Institute, 2003. 

Sustaining Pastoral Excellence. Closing Well—Continuing Strong: Walking with pastors 
   during their transition from ministry to retirement and beyond. Grand Rapids: Christian 
   Reformed Church in North America, 2006. 

Willard, Dallas. In Search of Guidance: Developing a Conversational Relationship with 
   God. Downers Grove, Ill: InterVaristy Press,1999. 
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Endings

Whether the mentoring relationship has lasted for six months or five years, the formal 
relationship will come to a close. Ending this relationship well has value not only for the 
mentor and mentee but also for other endings that are inevitable parts of life. The 
thoughtful reflection that goes into this closure process can inform occasions of saying 
good-bye to important people in your life and to the congregation(s) that you serve. 

Formal preparation for ministry usually includes important teaching on developing 
relationships. An important but neglected aspect of pastoral life pertains to the ending of 
relationships. Saying good-bye, when expressed with wise timing and sensitivity, is a 
profoundly pastoral and reality affirming practice. 

For Discussion: 

Talk about endings that you have experienced. 
How have they gone? 
To what extent did you affirm the experience of saying good-bye? 
How did you leave seminary or other educational institutions? Did you express your 
good-byes? What was leftover that remains relative to your most recent endings? 

Talk about the ending of the mentoring relationship. 
How will you do that? 
What happens if the mentor and mentee have different desires relative to how or 
when that should happen? 

Resources:

Blackburn, Richard, and Robert Williamson. Facilitating Healthy Pastor-Congregation  
   Relations. Lombard, Ill.: Lombard Mennonite Peace Center, 1998. 

Friedman, Edwin H. Generation to Generation. New York: Guilford, 1985. (Particularly
   see chapter 10.) 
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Strategies for Life-Long Learning 

Effective pastors are those who foster an inquisitive spirit and a commitment to learning. 
The mentoring program is intended to build those values into the pastoral vocation within 
the CRCNA. One indication that this is happening occurs when pastors are able to 
articulate their learning goals and strategies for their next season of ministry. 

Throughout the mentoring program, and especially in the last two of the pastor’s first five 
years, conversations about life-long learning strategies are in order. These will arise out 
of the pastor’s spiritual journey and the needs he or she perceives within the church of 
Jesus Christ. 

Examples of Life-Long Learning Strategies Include: 
having a mentor for the next season 
becoming a mentor 
participating in a book club 
pursuing an advanced degree 
developing sermon preparation groups 
taking a quarter of concurrent clinical pastoral education 
pursuing a course of study directly related to ministry 
pursuing a course of study indirectly related to ministry such as: 

o marketing 
o counseling
o leadership
o public speaking 

For Discussion: 

What do you believe about continuing education? How important is it to you? To 
your ministry? 
Where do you sense God may be leading in this dimension of your ministry 
preparation? 
What strategies for exploring options do you have in place? 

Resources:

Alban Institute  -  http://www.alban.org/ 
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Variations on the Theme 
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Customized Mentoring 

An underlying assumption of the mentoring initiative is that there are tendencies, 
patterns, and qualities common to all people—especially to those in professional 
ministry. Apart from these common elements, a broad-scale initiative would be pointless. 
However, it is also the case that there are an infinite number of variables that characterize 
mentors, mentees, and the mentoring relationship. Consequently, every mentor and 
mentee will need to customize the approach they take to the mentoring process. 

For example, there is the variable of motivation. To what extent is a person motivated 
intrinsically by internal principles, passions, and goals? To what extent is a person 
motivated extrinsically by external expectations, pressures, and influences? Along a 
continuum of this motivational mechanism there are countless variables of topics and 
people that defy neat categorization. 

The mentor and mentee will need to develop sensitivity to these variables, including this 
variable of motivation. An extrinsically motivated person may well benefit from 
articulated objectives to be accomplished in measurable ways between mentoring 
sessions. A more intrinsically motivated person may find these kinds of objectives 
artificial and demotivating. The mentor may recognize within himself a need to objectify 
some function of the relationship. This, too, can be a discussion point in the mentoring 
relationship. You are encouraged to talk about what kind of patterns and practices will 
work best in your unique interactions. 

Optional Strategies/Approaches to the Mentoring Process 

More Extrinsic Strategies
Establish measurable objectives based on the mentoring session. 

What will the mentee do, read, produce, and by when? 
What will the mentor do? 
What observations, considerations, and thoughts will the mentee bring to the next 
meeting? 
How will we revisit this topic in future meetings? 

More Intrinsic Strategies
With more intrinsic strategies, the mentor will explore with the mentee what he/she has 
been pondering, considering, or wondering about since the last meeting. By listening 
well, by providing observations and feedback, and by occasionally asking questions, the 
mentor can guide the mentee’s pursuit of clarity and understanding in a particular area.  

The mentor will also ask how these thoughts have affected the mentee’s work, 
relationships, and goals for the coming season. 
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For Discussion: 

The mentor and mentee may want to experiment with different approaches to the 
mentoring relationship. What is important is that the approach provides a fitting 
combination of support, guidance, and challenge.

67



68

Group and Peer Mentoring

As efforts are made to develop a mentoring culture in the CRCNA, there is high value in 
promoting creativity and innovation. Two approaches are the practices of group 
mentoring and peer mentoring. Both of these merit encouragement and support. 

Factors That Serve to Strengthen These Initiatives 
Consistent meeting and participation by all those who are involved contributes to 
increased trust and continuity of conversation. 
The presence of a collegial spirit contributes an appreciation of the unique gifts, 
challenges, and contexts of all those participating. 

The Function of Leadership 
In group mentoring, this will usually involve an experienced pastor with the gifts and 
sense of call for mentoring a group of less-experienced pastors. In peer mentoring, there 
will be sufficient leadership gifts within the group to ensure that the group does not 
stagnate or lose its ability to move beyond existing comfort zones. These gifts will also 
ensure that the individuals within the group are respected and appreciated for their 
current place in, and approach to, ministry. 

Group and peer mentoring ought not eclipse all one-on-one mentoring. A one-on-one 
relationship with a seasoned mentor is still valuable and expected. However, the nature 
and frequency of the one-to-one meetings can certainly be adjusted when group 
mentoring or peer mentoring is also in play. 
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Cross-Gender Mentoring

In the CRCNA today it may not be possible for a female mentee to have a female mentor. 
Therefore female and male pastors may work together on ministry growth and 
development in a mentoring relationship. This type of relationship is increasing as more 
women are called and ordained to pastoral positions—positions that have traditionally 
been held by men. Accordingly, it is likely that women will be mentored by men and men 
mentored by women. 

In the context of the CRCNA, it is unwise and inappropriate to disallow these kinds of 
mentoring relationships. It is also unwise to encourage these cross-gender relationships 
without a clear discussion of guidelines and boundaries that inform a decision to move in 
this direction. It must be said that cross-gender mentoring relationships are not prudent 
for every potential mentor or mentee. 

Some Important Guidelines for Cross-Gender Mentoring 
The mentor should have had significant experiences in having his or her own work 
supervised. Experiences such as clinical pastoral education or parish residencies are 
examples of the kinds of environment in which this type of supervision can happen. 
The mentor is undergoing supervision or accountability. 
The mentee is advised to develop concurrent same-gender collegial or advisory 
relationships.

Current demographics could produce a high proportion of situations in which men are 
mentoring women. Rev. Karl Van Harn, an experienced clinical pastoral education 
supervisor, identifies three important dynamics to be considered as men are mentoring 
women in ministry. 

Power
How does the male pastor use power in ministry? 
How does he use power in the relationship with the female pastor? 

Knowledge and Perspective
How does the female pastor view things differently from the male pastor? 
How do pastors learn and come to know what they know? (It is important for the 
male pastor to imaginatively enter into the female pastor’s experience.) 

Identity Development
How does a female pastor develop a pastoral identity? 
How can the male mentor be an ally to the female mentee and together face the issues 
of her experiences? 

Increasingly, there are numbers of situations in which women mentor men. Pastors 
recognize that the uniqueness of individuals, relationships, and ministry contexts will 
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greatly influence the shape of these mentoring relationships. For example, the mentoring 
relationship that develops in an institutional setting where women have long held 
positions of authority will be different from those developed in some congregational 
settings—especially if a congregation has only recently moved from a male dominated 
leadership climate. 

Given these various dynamics, mentees and potential mentors are encouraged to seek 
counsel from the regional pastor and other colleagues before initiating cross-gender 
mentoring relationships. 

Resources

Belenky, Mary Field, et al. Women’s Ways of Knowing. New York: Basic Books, 1986. 

Culbertson, Philip L. Counseling Men. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994. 

Doehring, Carrie. Taking Care. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995. 

Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982. 

Glaz, Maxine, and Jeanne Stevenson Moessner. Women in Travail and Transition.
   Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991. 
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Reporting Form 

This form should be completed annually by both the mentor and the mentee with copies 
being sent to the regional pastor and the Pastor-Church Relations Office (PCR). 
Electronic communications are preferred. Please e-mail PCR for an electronic copy of 
this form at palsrokl@crcna.org   Please e-mail PCR your completed form at the end of 
each year and send a copy to your regional pastor. 

In one or two sentences describe the nature of your mentoring relationship. 

Indicate the number and type of meetings you have had.  (face to face; phone etc.) 

Identify the mentoring modules you have covered in the past year. 

____________________________                         ___________________________ 

____________________________                         ___________________________ 

____________________________                         ___________________________ 

____________________________                         ___________________________ 

____________________________                         ___________________________ 

____________________________                         ___________________________ 

____________________________                         ___________________________ 

In your mind, what would enhance the mentoring relationship for the coming year? 

How has the mentoring relationship contributed to your life and ministry? 
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Additional References

Benner, David G. Sacred Companions. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2002. 

Biehl, Bob. Mentoring. Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1996. 

Day, Katie. Difficult Conversations. Bethesda, Md.: 2001. 

Whitehead, James D. and Evelyn Eaton Whitehead. The Promise of Partnership. San
   Francisco: Harper Collins, 1991. 

Wright, Walter, Jr. The Gift of Mentors. Pasadena, Calif.: De Pree Leadership Center,
   2001. 
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A

THE PASTORAL RELATIONS COMMITTEE

THE CASE OF PASTOR JOHN

Pastor John had come to his new congregation--his second--with high 
expectations.  He would make his ministry count.  The church would grow.  The services 
would be joyful.  The place would hum with activity.  He had discussed his vision of 
ministry with the members of the calling committee and they had certainly seemed 
excited.  The congregation was excited, too--at least initially.  They seemed to accept 
their new pastor's zeal. 

The disillusionment came later.  People began wishing their pastor would be more 
appreciative of the congregation's traditional ways of worship.  And couldn't he 
participate more in family doings in the church?  Couldn't he stop by for a cup of coffee 
sometime?  And why did he have to push community outreach so much? 

Gradually Pastor John began to wonder why people showed so little appreciation 
for his hard work.  Why was it so hard to get volunteers for the programs he had started?  
Why was the consistory so hesitant about backing his proposals?  By the end of the 
second year he felt tired and discouraged.  Less than two years later, following an 
unfortunate conflict with two families in the church, Pastor John resigned. 

All this took place some years ago, but when we sat down together and discussed 
what had happened, it became clear that the hurt still lingered.  I asked Pastor John the 
question I have so often asked of hurting pastors: did you have someone to talk with 
when all these events were taking place?  His answer was tentative, and it seemed evident 
to me that he had not really confided in anyone during those troubled years.  If he had, 
might things have turned out differently?  Might he have suffered less distress? 

Anyone who goes through conflict needs sustained personal ministry.  I have 
heard pastors reflect on the early years of their ministry and tell of one trusted member in 
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whom they had totally confided--someone who was always ready to listen and to 
encourage.  The ideal in this demanding age would be that churches designate some of 
their wisest and most caring members to provide pastoral care for the pastor.  Such care 
would then be available to the pastor before relational problems might arise, since the 
focus of this care would be more on prevention than on conflict resolution. 

Pastor-Church Relations has given much attention to this kind of support for 
pastors and their wives. 

A SYNOD'S CONCERN

As early as 1978, after noting that many pastors struggle with stress and problem 
situations, synod mandated the Synodical Interim Committee to lay the groundwork for a 
comprehensive ministry to pastors and churches, especially in the area of their mutual 
interdependence. 

In 1982 upon SIC's recommendation, synod gave Pastor-Church Relations (PCR) 
a mandate to implement the following provisions: 

1) appoint a full-time director of Pastor-Church Relations (PCR). 

2) appoint regional pastors to unsalaried, part-time positions, designed to 
direct and coordinate the ministry to pastors and churches in their classical 
districts.

3) appoint mentors for pastors recently ordained to the gospel ministry. 

4) assist congregations in appointing a support group for the pastor and (if 
she wishes to participate) his wife to be known as "the pastoral relations 
committee." 

This paper explores the possibilities of this last concern of synod: THE PASTORAL 
RELATIONS COMMITTEE.
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WHAT IS A PASTORAL RELATIONS COMMITTEE?

A good relationship between a pastor and church members make for a good 
ministry.  Good relationships depend on good communication.  As mentioned above, the 
1982 Synod suggested that local churches establish pastoral relations committees to 
promote and maintain good communication between a pastor and the congregation and, 
in general, to support the pastor. 

The pastoral relations committee is an excellent way of nurturing a positive and 
helpful relationship between pastor and congregation.  It should also be able to detect at 
an early stage any deterioration of this relationship and would then work for timely 
intervention.  Synod envisioned a ministry to pastor-couples with a double focus: healing 
and prevention and also correcting and nurturing.  Synod of 1981 stated that the purpose 
of this committee would be to "promote better communication between congregation and 
the pastor, and vice versa."  PCR's Long Range Planning Committee noted in 1987:  "The 
two main purposes of a congregational pastoral relations committee are to promote and 
maintain good communication between the pastor and the congregation and to support 
the pastor."  Thus, in a positive way the committee would provide the pastor with 
supportive sharing with regard to expectations, feelings, tensions, hopes, ideals, and 
achievements--all with the one goal of enriching the relationship between pastor and 
members. 

WHY SUDDENLY THIS NEW PROVISION?

For generations, ministers have functioned without pastoral relations committees.  
Why are they needed now?  A minister may relate well to the congregation without one, 
but that does not mean that ministry could not be enhanced by having such a committee. 

Let us examine the underlying idea.  A pastor will do two things in order to 
establish good relationships with the congregation.  First, the pastor will attempt to know 
the members of the congregation--their needs, convictions, concerns, and circumstances.  
Secondly, the pastor will want to monitor the members' response to the ministry.  Their 
appreciation will affirm the pastor, and their criticism will help him to evaluate the 
ministry constructively.  Usually a pastor does these two things intuitively for daily 
interaction with parishioners helps to learn about the people's needs and to determine 
whether or not the ministry is on course.  A pastoral relations committee, however, can 
function as an additional and effective tool toward attainment of these goals. 
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In a setting of trust and esteem the pastor can gain from the committee an accurate 
appraisal of the needs of the congregation.  The committee members are in a favorable 
position to review with the pastor the congregation's response to ministry without flattery 
or harsh judgment.  Developments and background situations can be examined in a 
balanced way, strong points in the ministry can be highlighted and weaknesses can be 
considered in a spirit of dispassionate concern.  Together the committee and the pastor-
couple can pray for well-being, spiritual vigor and blessings on the demanding task of 
ministry.  The appreciation, affection and concerns of the congregation can be given 
sincere and appropriate expression by the committee. 

BUT WHAT ABOUT THE ELDERS?

Is it not the duty of the elders to do all these things that synod has assigned to 
these support committees?  Yes, the elders do have a prior responsibility to minister to 
their pastor's professional and spiritual needs. 

However, elders are not always in the best position to minister to their pastor in 
every respect.  Elders are the pastor's supervisors, and the pastor may be hesitant to 
inform them of problems that might reflect adversely on professional performance.  The 
pastor will more readily speak from the heart to a trusted prayer partner to whom there is 
no direct accountability for the quality of work.  The pastor can afford to share 
information with the committee since it will not have to become part of the council's 
records.

At the same time the pastoral relations committee must function within prudent 
limits.  The committee is not a shadow council.  It does not set policies and it does not 
launch programs.  In short, the committee will be careful not to encroach upon the 
territory of the council and will only serve the pastor in that all-important area of the 
relationship to the congregation. 

WHAT, THEN, IS A PASTORAL RELATIONS COMMITTEE?

A pastoral relations committee is generally composed of three mature church 
members who meet with the pastor and spouse in a setting of acceptance and 
confidentiality to  

1) engage in fellowship and prayer  
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2) gain a broader perspective on the pastor's ministry 

3) assess the pastor's involvement in congregational life  

While the pastor:  

1) receives encouragement toward personal and professional growth 

2) gains additional insights into the responses and expectations of the 
congregation

If a valid relationship is to develop in a non-threatening atmosphere, the committee 
members must carefully guard the trust the pastor has placed in them. 

HOW TO HAVE QUALITY MEETINGS

What are the characteristics of committees that have successfully ministered to 
pastor-couples?  Committees and pastors generally agree on the following: 

CONFIDENTIALITY--A pastoral relations committee does not operate in deep 
secrecy.  However the substance of the meetings remains with the committee 
members and is not shared with other church members.  

DISCRETION--The committee members are discreet about the questions they 
address to the pastor-couple.  Thoughtfulness, kindness, prudence, and patience 
all add to the value of the meetings. 

SINCERITY--The committee attempts to sincerely enter into the pastor's situation 
in order to care for both the pastor and spouse.  It is not afraid to express due 
concern.

LISTENING ABILITY--Committee members must ask themselves if they have 
really heard and understood what the pastor-couple are saying to them.  They are 
impartial, sympathetic listeners. 

CANDOR--Intentions and concerns are expressed openly and honestly.  In this 
setting, candor and charity go together. 
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PROMPTNESS--Meetings are held regularly according to a fixed schedule and 
should be reasonably brief.  The convener should feel free to terminate 
discussions that are less than fruitful.  The committee should never meet without 
the pastor. 

PRAYER--Prayer is a prominent element of the meetings.  Prayers are appropriate 
during the meetings as well as at the beginning and end.  Whenever a need or a 
concern has been discussed, it is proper to pray about it.  Prayer greatly enhances 
the quality of the sessions.

BUT WHAT ABOUT THE NUTS AND BOLTS OF THE MINISTRY?

The focus of the pastoral relations committee is primarily on personal ministry to 
the pastor-couple.  Its concerns are with relational, rather than functional, matters.  
Although the committee is not a decision-making and direction-setting body, the council 
may wish to delegate certain additional responsibilities to the committee.  These 
responsibilities would lie especially in the area of the committee's function as the pastor's 
advocate--the ombudsman, as it were.  Some examples follow. 

1) The pastor might discuss with the committee some aspects of workload 
and then follow up the discussion by addressing certain proposals to the 
council.

2) The pastor might review the compensation package for the coming year 
with the committee which could then decide to address some 
recommendations on the pastor's behalf to the council or finance 
committee. 

3) The pastor might seek advice of the committee regarding continuing 
education possibilities and, again, the committee could direct proposals on 
his behalf to the council. 

4) The pastor might bring the housing situation to the committee's attention 
and they could approach the proper committee on the pastor's behalf for 
improvements. 
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5) The committee might assist the pastor in resolving harmful situations that 
have become obstacles to ministry. 

6) The committee might help the pastor to clarify and implement certain 
components of the job description. 

HOW TO APPOINT THE PASTORAL RELATIONS COMMITTEE:  A MODEL 

The pastor and fellow office-bearers may devise their own ways of appointing a pastoral 
relations committee, but the following models have been helpful to many churches that 
have used them. 

APPOINTING A COMMITTEE FOR A NEWLY-ARRIVED PASTOR 

We have found that there are some real advantages to appointing selected members from 
the pastoral search committee to serve as the pastoral relations committee.  The search 
committee conducted negotiations during the search for a pastor and is intimately 
acquainted with the expectations of both pastor and congregation regarding the ministry 
that is about to commence.  Former search committee members would be well equipped 
to harmonize the two. 

If a pastoral relations committee is formed from the members of the search 
committee, it would be in everyone's best interest to have it serve only for a transitional 
period of about a year.  After that time, a pastoral relations committee can be appointed 
as described in the following section. 

APPOINTING A COMMITTEE FOR AN ESTABLISHED PASTOR

Step 1: The council and pastor familiarize themselves with the idea of 
having a pastoral relations committee by reading and discussing 
this paper. 

Step 2: The council mandates two of its members (preferably the vice 
president and clerk) to meet with the pastor and spouse.  Together 
they outline the design and purpose of the pastoral relations 
committee.  They then select three to five mature church members 
to serve on the committee.  One (but no more than one) member 
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should be an elder, and both men and women from the 
congregation should be represented as well as members of various 
ages.

Step 3: The two elders report the names selected to the council. 

Step 4: At their initial meeting, the committee and the pastor-couple 
should consider the format and the frequency of their meetings.  
One member should be designated as convener and put in charge 
of the meetings, although the convener should assume a low 
profile.  From time to time, the committee, without betraying 
confidences, will assure the council that it meets faithfully.  It will 
also report on matters which are properly the council's concern. 

QUALIFICATIONS OF COMMITTEE MEMBERS

The pastor and church will be best served by a committee composed of church 
members who are spiritually and emotionally mature and who have the respect of the 
congregation.  They should have such qualities as love for the Lord and His cause, 
understanding, discretion, caring, sensitivity, patience, flexibility, humility and honesty. 

Members must be persons who can gain the pastor's trust, but who are candid 
enough to encourage the pastor to grow where growth is needed.  Their empathy with the 
pastor should not blind them to areas of possible improvement.  They should be able to 
understand the needs and viewpoints of both congregation and pastor and contribute to a 
harmonious blending of the two.  They should, in short, have both spiritual stature and 
people skills. 

HOW OFTEN SHOULD THE COMMITTEE MEET?

The needs and goals of both committee and pastor must determine how frequently 
meetings are held, but a regular meeting schedule is necessary for the development of a 
high level of comfort and trust.  Meetings should be held monthly and additional 
meetings could then be scheduled for specific reasons relating to personal needs or for 
periodic reviews of the pastor's role in the church's program.   
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SOME EXAMPLES OF THINGS COMMITTEES AND THE PASTOR TALK 
ABOUT

It will take some time before the committee members and pastor feel comfortable 
with each other.  At first they may wonder what they will talk about.  Patience is 
necessary.  Trust relationships grow slowly. 

Perhaps committees can learn from each other.  I phoned some members of 
pastoral relations committees and pastors and asked them, "What do you talk about at 
your get-togethers?"  I have made a random selection of some of their answers which you 
may find helpful as discussion starters in your own committee meetings. 

Some openers committee members might find useful are:

"Pastor, how was your week?" 

"Some people seem to think that pastors never have spiritual problems, 
but I think that must be a serious misconception." 

"September is a very busy month, pastor.  You must feel spread thin at 
times."

"Pastor, several members heard the critical remarks _____ made about 
you after the Sunday morning service.  Did those remarks bother you?" 

"Pastor, is it hard to always keep a sense of calling?" 
"Yesterday I read this Bible verse which, I think, has a message for us all." 

"Pastor, does your meeting schedule allow you to spend enough evenings 
at home?" 

". . . is your salary sufficient?" 

"Let each one of us express a personal concern and pray about that 
concern around our circle."
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While the pastor-couple might use the following:

"I want to set some time aside daily for prayer and meditation, but I seem 
to lack the discipline to stick to a schedule." 

"This week I had to struggle to get my sermons written." 

"Sometimes it bothers me that we don't have real friends." 

"Congregational expectations sometimes strike me as being unrealistic." 
"We have a family problem. . . ." 

"I find it hard to talk about my feelings." 

"I had a run-in with _______, and it really bothers me." 

"Do you think I should visit more with members of the congregation?" 
"Do you think I have been here too long?" 

"________ implied that I am not a very good listener.  Do you feel the 
same way?" 

"I can't help being protective of my husband.  He works so hard.  
Criticism from the congregation gives me sleepless nights."
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PRCS FOR PASTORS SERVING IN STAFF POSITIONS

The question is regularly asked:  does each member on a multiple staff require 
his/her own pastoral relations committee or would a single committee suffice? 

I have consulted with committees and pastors about this and found that both 
arrangements have advantages but also disadvantages.  A single committee for all staff 
members has the advantage of consistency and uniformity.  However, trust relationships 
are more easily established with separate committees for each staff member. 

If a council elects to have a single committee for the entire staff, the best elements 
of both arrangements can be preserved by meeting separately with each staff member and 
periodically with all staff members together.   

*     * 
Ultimately, good relationships are the joint responsibility of congregation, council 

and pastor(s).  The pastoral relations committee will make its contribution by clarifying 
such basic issues as expectations, roles, needs and perceptions.  Once this has been done, 
the smaller and more pragmatic items can be dealt with openly and constructively.  By 
serving the pastor, the committee serves the whole congregation.  In the end, everyone 
benefits.

Elders, deacons, pastors and pastoral relations committees are invited to contact 
the PCRC regional pastor of their classis for help and advice in organizing this ministry 
and for aid in assuring its effective functioning.  They may also contact Pastor-Church 
Relations at the address below. 

Pastor-Church Relations 
2850 Kalamazoo Ave. SE 
Grand Rapids, MI 49560 

The Lord bless his people everywhere. 
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