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ABSTRACT 

 

 

TO BE LOVED OR GOD’S BELOVED, 

WHAT DEFINES A PASTOR’S IDENTITY? 

By 

D. Scott Hagan 

May 2017 

153 pages 

 

 

There exists for a pastor a tension between being loved by the people and living as God’s 

Beloved. Expectations of the congregation do not always line up with the clergypersons’ 

own sense of calling and perceived gifts and graces. Research included an ethnographic 

study, featuring both an auto-ethnographic aspect that considers the emerging 

relationship of pastor and congregation and interviews with congregational leaders and 

United Methodist clergypersons within South Georgia. Learning from Henri Nouwen, 

pastors can remain grounded in their true identity, Belovedness, through the four 

movements of the Eucharist: being taken, blessed, broken, and given.  
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ARTICLE-LENGTH SUMMARY OF 

To Be Loved or God’s Beloved, What Defines a Pastor’s Identity? 

 

By 

D. Scott Hagan 

 

 

 

Introduction to the Topic 

We are to serve according to the gift each person has received, staying within the 

calling and identity unique to each of us (1 Peter 4:8-11).1 Yet, service in the church, and 

in the world, does not happen apart from those we are serving alongside. For 

clergypersons, how can we maintain a sense of our own identity while living within the 

expectations of the congregation?  

In the fourteen years I have served as pastor within the South Georgia Conference 

of the UMC, moments have arisen where I found myself outside of the expectations of 

the congregations and communities that I have served. Each local church I have served 

has been a joy, but each one equally a learning experience. The importance of this topic 

came to me in November 2014 at the end of a particularly exhausting season of ministry 

serving in Columbus, Georgia, at Epworth UMC. I had experienced, along with a host of 

laypeople, a range of projects that included a five-phase building renovation plan, a 

church-wide vision process, and some stressful opportunities to offer pastoral care, all 

amid the normal daily and yearly demands of ministry. My weekly routine, on the weeks 

                                                           
1 Unless otherwise noted, all scriptural citations are from the Common English Bible (Nashville: 

Common English Bible Committee, 2010). 
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I kept it, was to take off on Fridays, before finishing up my sermon some on Saturday and 

then working from Sunday through Thursday. I remember, clearly, the moment on one 

rare Friday at home being struck by how weary I was. Instead of pushing through to the 

next item on my to-do list, a moment of clarity shone through, like the daylight through 

the blinds, and I asked, “Have I been caring for this church I love, or myself, with my 

pace?” Not long after I phrased it this way, “Am I currently serving the local church in a 

way that contributes to the long-term health of the church, as well as sustained pastoral 

excellence of the pastor?” That question has spurred me on to ask related questions, 

discussed and researched in this paper, around balance and identity for pastors serving in 

local congregations: What does faithfulness look like in ministry? We are to be faithful to 

God, but what about the people within the local churches that God has sent us to serve; 

what is the blend or balance? The clarity of that ‘Friday moment’ was a divine 

reorientation, but I wondered if I could have avoided being so off course. Our family 

moved the following June from Columbus to Bonaire when I was appointed us to serve 

the church here. Yet, the challenge of staying grounded in my relationship with God and 

how to continually live as witness to every person’s Belovedness has remained with me 

as I have transitioned. 

 I believe a pastor’s sense of identity leaks out over time. So, how far can I walk 

before I need to refill the bucket? From what well am I drawing this life-giving, identity-

reclaiming water? It was the morning after a building committee meeting in September of 

2011 that the question rushed in front of me. I had acted poorly the evening before, with 

arrogance and with little sense of respect for the ideas or input of the others gathered, and 

one brave friend arrived at my office the next morning to say as much. I agreed with her 
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assessment and soon started seeing Stephen Muse at the Pastoral Institute in Columbus 

with the intent of being less of a jerk. That led to an introduction to Sister Chris, a 

Catholic sister living in community in Alabama, whom I started visiting every month for 

Spiritual Direction. It was Sister Chris who offered me a simple excerpt of a Nouwen 

devotion that has brought me to the point of daily seeking the true source of my identity. 

While the very language of Belovedness or even spirituality deeper than an infrequent 

daily devotion compromising anything more than reading the Bible was something I was 

unaware of even a few years ago, I now find myself seeking out the practices and 

principles that would keep me grounded in God’s claim on me. Pastors or lay leaders of 

local congregations can benefit from knowing and practicing the practices being sought 

after and lifted up within this study. Every transition brings new challenges; these 

practices can offer support and a sense of solid ground from which to return when the 

challenges disorient or when intense seasons of discord diminish a sense of calling to the 

ministry. 

 

Naming the Contexts of Study 

 

The context of research for this project began in the Bonaire United Methodist 

Church, but extended to the broader connection of local churches in the South Georgia 

Conference. Every local church is a complex integration of history, theology, sociology 

and systems, influenced by the culture around it. The story of the church I serve captures 

this beautifully. The presence of a Methodist congregation in the community of Bonaire, 

located in the southeast corner of middle Georgia’s Houston County, dates back to before 
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1894. Prior to that year, a Methodist pastor serving a congregation just over two miles 

away, was given permission to begin offering worship services to the families in Bonaire, 

a farming community thirty miles south of Macon, Georgia. On February 26, 1894, one 

of the men of the fledgling group in Bonaire asked, at the Quarterly Conference, if they 

would be allowed to build a house of worship in their own community. Land was donated 

and families stepped up to provide the new building, which was such an improvement 

from the facilities the mother congregation, the Sandy Run MECS, closed the same 

month and began worshipping at Bonaire.2 In 1941, the War Department of the United 

States chose the flat lands and artesian waters available in middle Georgia to build a new 

Army Air Corps Depot for materials and repairs of their expanding fleet of aircraft. The 

land purchased was in Wellston, just a few miles from Bonaire. Descendants of the 

families that sold their property for the new base are still members of the Bonaire UMC 

in 2017. The base would be renamed for the late Army General Warner Robins and, a 

year later, the town of Wellston would have its name changed to match. It quickly grew 

to a workforce of over 23,000 employees during WWII who repaired almost every kind 

of AAF aircraft. The growth of the base has driven the growth of the entire county. The 

growth of the larger Warner Robins area makes it the sixth largest city in Georgia. Robins 

AFB is the single largest industrial employer in Georgia, with a work force of over 

25,584 civilian contractors and military members.3  

                                                           
2 Cole, Earline, "For a People Yet Unborn: History of Bonaire UMC as of 1994,” accessed 

January 3, 2013. http://bonairechurch.com/who-we-are/our-story. 

3 “Robins Air Force Base,” Wikipedia, last modified June 22, 2016, accessed August 7, 2016, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robins_Air_Force_Base. 
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While the base was expanding rapidly, the Bonaire church did not grow for many 

decades, with only incremental increases in membership or expenses each year for the 

first 100 years. A change occurred as the ongoing expansion of the Air Force base created 

the need for housing further out from downtown Warner Robins. Bonaire became a 

station church, served by a pastor assigned only to them, in 1992. Expenses of having a 

full-time clergy person, along with the introduction of paid staff persons, have helped 

drive increases in the overall expenses of the church; from just under $40,000 in 1990 to 

nearly $700,000 in 2014 (see Appendix 1). In 1998, the church purchased the facilities 

across the street from the Bonaire Baptist Church, which included their Sanctuary, 

Fellowship Hall, office spaces and classrooms. A new building, including a new worship, 

classroom, and office spaces, was built and opened in February 2013. The congregation 

grew from an average worship attendance in 1990 of 100 persons to 298 in 2014 (see 

Appendix 2). 

In many ways, the community of Bonaire is like much of South Georgia: coming 

to terms with the myriad ways that the world has massively changed. Many in 

contemporary society have moved past the traditional mindset of enlightenment and 

engage the world through post-modern lenses. This has given rise to feelings of anti-

establishment and anti-institution and a decrease in a belief in absolutes.4 While these 

changes are not universal, they are presenting themselves in ever-increasing ways in 

younger generations on upward. Globalization and exponential expansion of technology 

and telecommunications are the reality. The world is now connected differently 

                                                           
4 Barna Group, "The End of Absolutes: America's New Moral Code." Research Releases in 

Culture& Media, (May 25, 2016), accessed October 3, 2016, https://www.barna.com/research/the-end-of-

absolutes-americas-new-moral-code/#.V_KfJPArKhc. 
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relationally. People have become more networked from a distance and less connected 

through tighter social hubs.5 Rainie and Wellman, writing on the new ways the world 

connects, propose, 

In incorporating gadgets into their lives, people have changed the ways they 

interact with each other. They have become increasingly networked as 

individuals, rather than embedded in groups. In the world of networked 

individuals, it is the person who is the focus: not the family, not the work unit, not 

the neighborhood, and not the social group.6 

People within the Bonaire congregation have similarly experienced these changes. What 

happens to the expectations on a pastor when a community changes, as Rainie and 

Wellman have proposed? Have the expectations of the congregation on the clergy 

appointed to serve them similarly changed over time? This is the presenting issue for the 

Bonaire church and for every church and clergyperson serving in South Georgia: 

identifying the challenges for arriving pastors and lifting up practices to bolster them 

during the transition is of interest to the clergy and laity of churches across our Annual 

Conference.  

I am the 52nd pastor to be appointed to serve the people of Bonaire, having started 

in June 2015. I entered with the intent of preaching good sermons on Sundays, caring for 

those in need when called upon, and primarily listening and learning with leaders and 

members of the congregation to become acclimated to the culture and climate of the 

church. The expectations of laypersons on the local congregation, and the clergypersons 

who serve them, are broad. While outwardly acknowledging that every clergyperson is 

different, do laypeople update their expectations from one pastor to another in the midst 

                                                           
5 Rainie, Lee and Barry Wellman, Networked, the New Social Operating System (Cambridge: MIT 

Press, 2012), Kindle Location, 458. 

6 Rainie and Wellman, 337. 
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of a transition? How important is it to live into the expectations of lay leaders within the 

church, when sometimes those expectations appear not to be based on the leading of God, 

but instead are more about personal preference? Are the expectations of those who are 

already ‘in’ the local church different than those who visit? The latest research shows the 

importance of preaching and feeling welcome.  

Fully 83% of Americans who have looked for a new place of worship say the 

quality of preaching played an important role in their choice of congregation. 

Nearly as many say it was important to feel welcomed by clergy and lay leaders, 

and about three-quarters say the style of worship services influenced their 

decision about which congregation to join.7 

 

The context of this local congregation, set within the bounds of the South Georgia 

Conference of the UMC, plays an important role in how the arrival of a new pastor is 

experienced and the questions that are being asked. While Bonaire does not represent 

‘every-church’, what can be extrapolated from clergy transitions? If this church and this 

clergyperson is experiencing anxiety in the season of arriving, is it true for other 

churches, as well? 

 

Integration of Theoretical Framework and Research Methodology 

 

The theological implications for the pastor trying to maintain a sense of who 

he/she is originate from the core of the New Testament’s working out of what salvation 

in Jesus Christ really is. The ability to stay grounded in our own true identity is the 

                                                           
7 Pew Research Center, “Choosing a New Church or House of Worship,” Polling and Analysis in 

Religion and Public Life, (August 23, 2016), accessed October 3, 2016, 

http://www.pewforum.org/2016/08/23/choosing-a-new-church-or-house-of-worship/. 
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repeated refrain of the church at its best throughout the ages, and was the focus of the 

early church in the writings that it lifted up as inspired and canonical. If the need to 

remember and reclaim our identities is true for all Christians, would it be any less true for 

the clergy who are called out from the laity and set apart for ministry?  

I engaged this project through the lens of Wesleyan theology, known for the 

prominent role that grace is given as a lens to see the work of God in the lives of 

believers. The United Methodist Church’s Book of Discipline states, “Grace pervades our 

understanding of Christian faith and life. By grace we mean the undeserved, unmerited, 

and loving action of God in human existence through the ever-present Holy Spirit.”8 It 

was a belief in the free grace that is available to all, and our freedom to choose that grace, 

that drove this project. 

From the outset of this research, my desire was to find the practices that allow 

pastors to remain and grow in the awareness of God’s grace for them, while also living 

into the calling to serve the people of the God’s church. I sought to be aware what my 

own presence, as both researcher and pastor, would have on the project, and worked to 

limit assumptions and biases that might be present as a result. In addition, I worked 

within the bounds of the policies of Columbia Theological Seminary as they relate to the 

protection of persons being researched, regarding confidentiality or risk of harm.9  

I studied the practices of pastors, so that I might better understand how a pastor is 

able to stay grounded in their Belovedness, the true nature of our identity as created, 

                                                           
8 The Book of Discipline of the United Methodist Church (Nashville, United Methodist Publishing 

House, 2012) ¶102, 49. 

9 Columbia Theological Seminary, “Human Subjects Socio-Religious Research Policy: October 

2013,” accessed on September 17, 2016, 

http://www.ctsnet.edu/files/documents/Human_Subjects_Research_Policy_October%202013.pdf. 



9 

 

 

 

loved and kept by God, in order to help itinerating pastors serve out of this true identity. I 

studied transitions because I believe that it is in the first year that the expectations, the 

routines, and the roles lived out by the pastor and parish begin to solidify. There is 

certainly the opportunity for adjustments and revisions over time, but so often people 

would have pastors to believe that the die is cast in the first season of making first 

impressions that clergy, or congregations, feel that seeking an entirely new appointment 

is an easier alternative than carrying through with changes in the present one. This project 

seeks to answer the question, “How do the expectations of local congregations on 

pastoral leadership intersect with the pastor’s own sense of calling and identity as one 

who is Beloved by God?”  

The preparation for my ethnographic research of clergy and lay practices 

consisted of a process involving several steps. First, I engaged in a literature review of 

relevant and contemporary academic writings on the subject of pastoral leadership, with a 

keen interest in the practice of ministry within transition (see full-length bibliography). 

The groundwork for the interviews and the review of relevant literature is the core thread 

of the biblical narrative that we are the Beloved of God, especially captured in the 

writings of Father Henri Nouwen. Next, I interviewed six lay people within the Bonaire 

UMC and other pastors serving local congregations in the South Georgia Conference. I 

selected persons that varied in age, gender, ethnicity, along with years of 

membership/participation in the church for laypersons and years of service for 

clergypersons. For the interviews, I chose a semi-structured approach, in order to focus 

on broad topics while maintaining the freedom to allow the interviewee to move in and 

out of specific questions while giving feedback. I formed interview guides to use as a 
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prompt for me as interviews were progressing (see Appendix 5, 6). Finally, I began 

reading through the three to five hand-written pages from each of the twelve interviews. 

This immersion helped me to get oriented around where each interview went, and 

prepared me for the crucial period of sorting the data into themes or threads, from which I 

would begin to weave a larger story.10 Eventually, I moved in and out of reading large 

sections and coding individual sentences around themes, as well as discerning the larger 

narrative, of what it means to arrive well and live into both the expectations of the people 

and the calling of God.  

 

Overview of the Data Gathered 

 

Within the span of a few hours, on the first day of interviews, my hunches of how 

the interviews would go, were upended. The Rev. Brent J, a clergyperson in his first year 

of pastoral ministry resonated with the language of being God’s Beloved, and spoke 

authentically about the struggles and accomplishments of practicing his own spirituality. 

He responded that God is not always pleased; he touched upon a sense of guilt over past 

choices and mistakes. He said, 

When I think back to the narrative of the voice speaking. . . and knowing that (in 

my life) probably God is not always well-pleased, is kind of interesting. It is both 

humbling and also the weight and the burden is lifted. We have a heavy 

responsibility and yet God called us Beloved, too. It lessens the anxiety that, I 

think, sometimes comes from ministry.11 

 

                                                           
10 Moschella, Mary Clark, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction, (Cleveland, 

Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 2008), 168-170. 

11 Brent J, Interview with Clergy, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 8, 2016.   
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For him, the title and concept of being the Beloved lifts a burden. He spoke of practices 

that he has used in the transition into pastoral ministry to support his own connection to 

his calling: lectio divina, observing Sabbath, and investing in relationships, particularly 

those outside of the church he is serving, as ways that God has helped him in the 

transition. The second interview, was with the Rev. Brandon B, a clergyperson serving in 

his fourth different decade of ministry that started college nearly twenty years before 

Brent was even born. When asked about how the language of Beloved fits within his 

sense of identity, he shared, “Yes, it resonates, but I don’t know that I sit around feeling 

my specialness. While I guess in my head or my heart, whichever, I don’t live in that 

state of being purely the Beloved.”12 Instead, he reached back to a truth found within the 

story of the Exodus. He paraphrased from Exodus 13:17, which says, “When Pharaoh let 

the people go, God didn’t lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, even though 

that was the shorter route.” For the Rev. Brandon B, God has used the longer route to 

help achieve God’s purposes. 

Laypersons had varying opinions about what role the pastor should play within 

the congregation, as noted in Figure 1. The responses were scattered across the gender, 

age, ethnicity, and length of time at Bonaire UMC. No two persons had identical 

responses, and no two persons even framed their responses in similar ways (language, 

organizing, etc.). Five of the six laypersons included the traditional role of ‘preacher’ in 

their responses. Interestingly, none of the six laypersons placed a heavy emphasis on 

visiting. Evelyn T, the oldest of the laypersons interviewed, specifically said she, 

                                                           
12 Brandon B, Interview with Clergy, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 8, 2016. 



12 

 

 

 

“Doesn’t personally want a 

visiting pastor, but others 

do.”13 Lucy C also believes 

that office hours are not as 

critical as execution of 

congregational vision. 

Instead of limiting a pastor 

to a certain place and time, 

she expects the pastor to be 

“someone who prepares.” 

She provides a rich and varied description of pastoral preparation as follows: 

That could be physically preparing yourself, by taking care of themselves, by 

resting. That could be spiritually preparing. Knowing they do spend time in the 

word, they do spend time in prayer. They do spend time around other people. I’ve 

seen a lot of people, pastors, who’ve gotten into trouble because they don’t have 

other people or peers to bounce ideas off of, because they don’t have those 

relationships. I think this is a part of being prepared.14  

 

She captured the essence of Richard Foster on the discipline of guidance when he says, 

“Individual guidance must yield to corporate guidance. There must also come a 

knowledge of the direct, active, immediate leading of the Spirit together.”15 

The potential for fit, or conflict, arises in the moment that the expectations of the 

congregation are placed in proximity to the roles by which the pastor is serving the 

                                                           
13 Evelyn T, Interview with Layperson, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 16, 2016. 

14 Lucy C, Interview with Clergy, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 22, 2016. 

15 Foster, Richard J., Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth (San Francisco: 

Harper & Row, 1988), 150. 

Figure 1

What roles do expect for the pastor of a local 

congregation to fill? #

interpret Scriptures to preach, teach, share 5

leadership 3

healthy personal relationships (self, parent, children, etc.) 3

shepherd 3

know me and love me 2

mentor 2

don't expect visitations, but others do 1

develop relationships 1

delegator 1

leader of worship, sacraments, rituals (priest) 1

counselor 1

cultivator (language of farming) 1

our Holy Man [sic] 1

don't expect 24/7 presence 1

someone who is prepared 1
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people. In Figure 2, we see 

the roles that pastors see 

themselves filling in the 

local congregation. The list 

includes both traditional 

tasks — priest, preacher, 

teacher and counselor — 

but also includes much 

broader concepts that defy 

narrow definitions. Many of 

the clergy described their ministry as taking place outside of the membership. The Rev. 

Sue D, serving in her fourth appointment in twelve years of pastoral ministry, says, 

I think my role is, of course, to reach out to the members of the congregation, but 

it is also to reach out to the community. We cannot stay behind the four walls. 

The Great Commission is to go and make disciples and how to go and where to 

go, to be effective. So, that has definitely been the challenge to us. . . . My role is 

to serve the people, within and without, and to be the hands and feet of Jesus as 

much as we can.16 

 

 The Rev. Brent J, just getting started a little over a year out of seminary, discerns that his 

role is larger than the local church, saying his role is to, “Preach the word, deliver the 

message of God to the congregation in a way that is both informative, but practical, in a 

way that they can apply it to their lives,” and to, “help the local congregation to connect 

with the community in a new way that they are not already doing.”17  

                                                           
16 Sue D, Interview with Clergy, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 25, 2016. 

17 Brent J interview. 

Figure 2

How do you understand your role as a pastor of a local 

congregation? #

shepherd (pastor) 3

leader of worship, sacraments, rituals (priest) 3

ordering the life of the church (administrator) 3

preacher 3

serve the members of the church (chaplain) 2

teacher 2

steward, serving in the place of the owner 1

gardener/vineyard-keeper 1

sender of people out to serve in the community 1

personally reach out to community 1

counselor 1

advocate 1

offer presence of Christ 1

offer spiritual direction 1

love them and lead them 1
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After thirty-seven years of service to local churches as an Elder in the United 

Methodist Church, the Rev. Brandon B speaks about his understanding of the ministry 

without mentioning any of the traditional tasks. Instead, he shares broad images, rich with 

biblical depth and references: 

Shepherd is a strong image for me. I don’t see shepherding as a passive role. Most 

of the time there is caring for the flock, knowing the flock, anticipating the needs 

of the flock and guiding the flock. In one biblical image I use a lot is shepherd, 

another would be the image of steward, in the best sense of the word. You are not 

just a caretaker, but are trying to do what the owner of the vineyard would do if 

the owner of the vineyard were there. In the parable of the talents, I just don’t 

want to bury the talent and hold and be able to give to the next person the same 

thing I got when I got here. Whether we are being successful or not, I want to take 

some risks and stretch myself and the congregation to be the people God has 

called us to be.18  

 

In striking harmony with the expectations outlined by many of the laypeople, the 

Rev. Allen J, who is serving as pastor at only the fourth local church in his twenty-six 

years of ministry, shares that he has found, 

Love them and lead them, has been a big part of the way I’ve thought about my 

work. Being present during struggles — hospital visits and offering pastoral care 

— those liminal times build trust and relationship. You can capitalize on both in 

what they’re willing to try personally and corporately.” It is about, “Loving 

people so that they sense that you really have their best interests at heart.”19 

 

He goes on to summarize what pastors are trying to do, saying, “We are trying to build 

trust and then capitalize on that trust, both for the institution and the pastor.” 

A fundamental question of this research, prompted by my own experiences and 

searching, was about the moments of disconnect; when the congregation’s expectations 

and the pastor’s own sense of calling do not easily meet. The clergypersons interviewed 

                                                           
18 Brandon B interview. 

19 Allen J, Interview with Clergy, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 16, 2016. 
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found this an easy topic on which to speak. The Rev. Steve M named it, when he directly 

replied, “I think the simple answer is what happens is conflict. Because, I have not met 

their expectations and I also get frustrated that their expectations are what they are.”20 

 Others responses move past experiences directly to naming the causes and 

offering cures for the disconnection between pastor and people. The Rev. Samantha S, 

serving in her fourth appointment in South Georgia in twelve years of service, believes 

that disconnects between clergy and church, particularly in our system of sending clergy 

through the making of appointments by the Bishop and Cabinet, occur because the local 

church has not spent enough time discerning what role they prioritize and what 

expectations they need to name and make clear. She says, “lots of churches have not had 

the opportunity to have conversations. Committees and groups need more prompting to 

listen and learn.”21  

When thinking through the disconnect that is bound to happen between the pastor 

and people, and is especially more likely following a transition in appointed pastoral 

leadership, the Rev. Brandon B speaks about the vacuum that exists as one clergyperson 

exits and the other one arrives. He suggests that some of the disconnect happens when 

other people struggle with the immediate absence of present leadership. Beyond just the 

vacuum, “part of it is personality, as people feel challenged by our styles being so 

different.”22 One of the undercurrents throughout the interviews was the explicit and 

implicit narrative thread that pastors must be themselves and not mimic their predecessor 

or change into some alternate identity proposed by individuals within their local 

                                                           
20 Steve M, Interview with Clergy, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 26, 2016. 

21 Samantha S, Interview with Clergy, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 19, 2016. 

22 Brandon B interview. 
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congregation. The Rev. Allen J says that transition has a lot to do with who you follow. 

He acknowledges that his style has probably caused some resentment because of his 

unique engagement with tasks in the church as compared to his predecessors. “Style or 

effectiveness, makes you a hero in some people’s eyes or the goat in others’.”23 He 

believes that who you follow matters, though being who you are is even more significant. 

The laypeople are aware of the potential for both to be causes for conflict or trouble. 

Evelyn T says, 

There is always a disconnect. There just is. There was a disconnect for Jesus, 

when people said ‘I am not listening to you.’ There were people trying to kill 

Jesus, and he was the Son of God. I think what has to happen is, there is a little 

period that some people call the honeymoon period, but it is not the honeymoon 

phase; it is more like the shopping for a bargain phase. People say, ‘I like this 

about Scott and I don’t like this about Scott’. . . . You have to figure out what 

your gifts are in regard to soothing the waters of the disconnect and then 

admitting to yourself that there are just some people that you cannot please, no 

matter what.24  

 

She is describing her belief that a pastor is to be true to himself/herself. 

I believe that beneath the intersecting lines of people’s expectations and the 

pastor’s own sense of calling is something less concrete but foundational: trust. Even if 

both parties listed identical sets of roles or expectations, a lack of trust creates disconnect 

that is just as real, though often harder to pinpoint or identity. Laypersons were asked, 

beyond roles or tasks, what characteristics did they expect a pastor to have. The results in 

                                                           
23 Allen J interview. 

24 Evelyn T interview. 
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Figure 3 show the wide-

ranging responses.  A good 

work ethic would make the 

list in many professions and 

a role model for others 

certainly seems appropriate 

for someone working in a 

church, but having a sense 

of humor might not be 

expected to top the list of 

necessary characteristics for pastors serving local congregations. Could it be one 

measurable way of determining if a person is both approachable and not arrogant? 

Beyond just navigating expectations, a pastor’s ability to lead and influence is also 

impacted by these characteristics. Lucy C listed the importance of being aware or 

discerning, and said,  

I am more likely to get on board with someone who is truly in touch with what is 

going on around them. It is not always rainbows and sunshine, but it is not always 

a hurricane, either. There are some people who are clueless to what is happening. . 

. . I feel like that if you can see what is happening and be able to read a situation, 

for me as a follower, that creates a level of trust.25 

 

What are the pitfalls to avoid in order to maintain trust? Figure 4 shows the 

responses of the laypersons asked this question. At the top of the list, named by four of  

                                                           
25 Lucy C interview. 

Figure 3

As a layperson, what characteristics do you expect a 

pastor to have? #

sense of humor 3

good work ethic 3

role model for others 3

reliable 2

integrity 2

honesty 2

Spirit-led (obedient to God) 2

trustworthy with confidences 2

self-awareness 1

mature 1

humble 1

family man [sic] 1

super Christian 1

good communicator 1

loving 1
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the six persons interviewed, 

is the temptation at the core 

of this project. As 

referenced before, the 

immaturity of trying to 

become someone else, was 

also mentioned by more 

than one person. Every item 

on the list has the potential 

to be very damaging to 

relationships, and particularly to the dynamic of pastor and people in the local 

congregation. Any of these can set a clergyperson back and have the potential to create an 

environment that eventually becomes unsustainable, prompting a request for a change of 

appointment. Interestingly, the list does not explicitly include criminal acts; laypersons 

are answering the not-so-obvious pitfalls that are just as damaging to the perceptions of 

what it means to serve the people of God. 

Clergypersons were asked about sources they draw from in support of their own 

sense of identity and calling and were there passages or moments from the Scriptures that 

bolster them in their ministry? As expected, the Scriptures, as a whole or specific 

passages, topped the list. In addition, clergypersons listed relationships, reflecting on 

their call, music, and the Holy Spirit. Five of the six named passages that help them stay 

grounded. There are other references to concepts and themes from the Bible, as well. 

Figure 4

As a layperson, what pitfalls do you think a pastor should 

avoid in order to keep trust? #

tempted to be liked 4

trying to be someone else 2

not grounded in the Word of God 2

arrogance 2

lack of tending own relationship with God 2

changing everything (too quickly) 1

too worried about numbers 1

tempted by money 1

tempted by power 1

lack of self-awareness 1

self-awareness 1

lack of self-care (abusing alcohol) 1

trying to do too much 1

not reliable 1

breaking confidences 1



19 

 

 

 

Figure 5 present the passages from the Bible that clergypersons listed as helping them to 

stay connected with God’s 

calling in their lives.  Yet, 

turning to the Scriptures 

does not provide some 

invisible force-field against 

low moments and dry 

places. The Rev. Steve M 

confesses, “I struggle. It is so funny, because I always feel the need and am wanting to 

help others with their identity when I could probably use a lot of help on my own.”26 

 Clergypersons were asked about what obstacles could keep them from living as 

God’s Beloved. Figure 6 

shows their responses. For 

the Rev. Brent J, serving in 

his first year as a pastor of a 

local church, not knowing 

everyone has led him to be 

tempted to try to do too 

much for everyone. He says, 

I don’t think our job is to do everything. Because, we cannot. It means we are not 

doing things well. I am of the thought that whatever we do, we need to do the best 

we can. And, if that means limiting myself on what I know I can do, so I know I 

                                                           
26 Steve M interview. 

Figure 5

Passages of Scripture that are significant in staying 

connected to your calling and identity. #

Isaiah 43:1 - you are mine, I know you 2

Philippians 2:1-5 - same mind as was in Christ 1

Genesis 1 and 2 - God made humanity in God's image 1

1 Corinthians 12 - we are the body of Christ 1

1 Peter 4:8-11 - you are a chosen race 1

(references to Shalom/peace) 1

Matthew 22:34-40 - Great Commandment 1

Gospels use of Beloved language 1

2 Timothy 1 - Paul's encouragement to young Timothy 1

Ephesians 4:12 - purpose was to equip people to serve 1

Figure 6

As a clergyperson, are there obstacles to staying 

grounded in your sense of identity as God's Beloved? #

too worried about metrics/numbers 2

always saying Yes to requests 2

not observing the Sabbath 2

arrogance/ego 2

inappropriate need to be loved (people-pleaser) 2

fear of losing your job 2

busyness 2

transition (the way our system works) 1

allowing congregation to break boundaries 1

not being raised with that mentality 1
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can do it well, I would rather do that. . . . This is harder in transition. You move in 

on Wednesday and on Sunday you are preaching.27 

 

All of this resonates with the internal challenges inherent to leaders, outlined within the 

literature research.  

When asked if there is greater need for the intentional practices of staying 

grounded during a transition to a new place, the Rev. Sue D offers, without hesitation, 

"Good God, yes."28 So, what are clergypersons doing to stay connected to the identity 

God has uniquely shared with them? I asked the pastors I interviewed what practices they 

used to remain grounded.  Figure 7 shares their responses The Rev. Allen J says, “Prayer 

has a strong emphasis in 

scripture and praise. My 

first inclination to pray is 

always a thank you. It is a 

gratitude place that 

resonates with me.”29 

Keeping the Sabbath, 

mentioned frequently in the 

literature, was also listed as important to most of the clergy interviewed. The Rev. 

Samantha S believes this truly means taking time off. She has felt the temptation to be 

                                                           
27 Brent J interview. 

28 Sue D interview. 

29 Allen J interview. 

Figure 7

Practices for Clergy Staying Grounded, as identified by 

Clergypersons #

prayer 4

observing Sabbath 4

studying scripture 2

relationships outside the local church 2

testing things with trusted advisors 1

lectio divina 1

daily devotional time 1

vacation out of town 1

forgiveness 1

being present with the people (of the church) 1

observing the daily office 1
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home from the office, but still busy at work in her mind or efforts. She added that 

physically going away also aids in disconnecting from work and vocational ministry.30  

The research has overwhelmingly supported the thesis that clergy, transitioning 

into new pastoral appointments in local congregations, are greatly helped by the 

consistent practice of spiritual disciplines in order to stay connected to their identity in 

God. While the uniqueness of every person shines through in their responses and 

perspectives, broad themes also emerge. Disconnect, on some level, happens in every 

move and with every person; the very nature of living amongst those we are sent to serve 

while also being in relationship with the One who made us, creates a tension that results 

in conflict, both interior and exterior.  

 

Interpretation and Implications 

 

Writing to the church in Corinth, Paul the Apostle is addressing a local 

congregation and leadership struggling to be in the world and not of it. Repeatedly and 

tragically succumbing to the pressures of the culture surrounding them, his letters intend 

to point them back to what they already know. He offers himself as a model for this 

ministry of remembrance, when he references the tradition that he received and is now 

passing onto them.31 Despite their offenses, he does offer them praise, “because you 

remember all my instructions, and you hold on to the traditions exactly as I handed them 

on to you.”32 Failure to hold onto our core memories is especially more likely during 

                                                           
30 Samantha S interview. 

31 I Corinthians 11:23 

32 I Corinthians 11:2 
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seasons of change, whether that be transitioning through the wilderness of Sinai or 

transition into a new pastoral appointment. 

Walter Brueggemann has suggested one of the ways to understand the sins of the 

church is through her inability to hold onto her memory. He likens reconnecting believers 

back to the community as “forgetters made rememberers.”33 There is something powerful 

in realizing that much of what we need, we already possess. I believe that the 

implications from the research around congregational expectations, pastoral 

understanding of calling and identity, and the conflict that can arise when those compete 

for primacy, can be developed into a framework from our own memories. 

We are Bread 

In the very same passage where Paul is highlighting the tradition that he received, 

the content of his message is the four-part movement that Jesus taught his disciples in the 

celebration of the Eucharist: the bread is taken, blessed, broken, and given. Henri 

Nouwen lifted these four movements up in his book, Life of the Beloved: Spiritual Living 

in a Secular World, which mirror the four actions upon the bread in any traditional 

Catholic or Protestant celebration of the Eucharist.34 I believe that the tradition that 

Nouwen received and has passed on to us is a robust framework for pastors in transition 

to utilize as they work out their own calling and service among the people.  

It is not an easy journey to go from those who consume, often far beyond our 

needs require or our physical health allows, to those who give ourselves up to be 

                                                           
33 Brueggemann, Walter, Biblical Perspectives on Evangelism: Living in a Three-Storied Universe 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 73-91. 

34 Nouwen, 7. 
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consumed. We prefer to hide instead of being known, writes Stephen Muse35, in Being 

Bread,  

Like persons suffering from the dissociation and numbing of post-traumatic 

stress, we too find ourselves seeking to avoid our own martyrdom by losing 

ourselves in our daily routines and comfortable lives. Life becomes a place to hide 

in unconsciousness rather than to be consciously lifted up as the royal priesthood 

who stand in the presence of God’s glory.36 

 

Without the grace of God, at work within our lives, pastors in transition are easily 

liable to be those who numb themselves through the routine of ministry and to hide in the 

fleeting affirmations of those around them. How can we remember what we already 

know, staying grounded in our true identity? 

We are Taken 

One of the clearest themes within the data is that clergypersons are not 

immediately comfortable with the language of Beloved. Only one of the six pastors 

mentioned anything similar to the language of Beloved.37 One of the pastors, on the other 

hand, specifically said that the very concept of being the Beloved of God is difficult for 

him to embrace, suggesting that for him ‘claiming his Belovedness’ felt like sitting 

around and reveling in his own specialness, something he was not prone to do.38  

Pastors must profess the truth: we are taken by God. God has chosen us. We are 

claimed as a possession of God. On Mount Sinai, invoking the language of a marriage 

ceremony, God declares, “So now, if you faithfully obey me and stay true to my 

                                                           
35 A piece of my own story, referenced above, is the direction and counsel I received from Stephen 

Muse, a leader and teacher on the staff of the Pastoral Institute in Columbus, Georgia. His offering of 

himself to me, over the course of four years, included his books. 

36 Muse, Stephen, Being Bread (Rollinsford, NH: Orthodox Research Institute, 2013), 224. 

37 Allen J interview. 

38 Brandon B interview. 
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covenant, you will be my most precious possession out of all the peoples, since the whole 

earth belongs to me.”39 We are named as the Beloved. Writing to the church in Rome, 

Paul is integrating the overwhelming use of the language of Beloved from the Hebrew 

Scriptures into the new covenant inaugurated by Jesus, saying, “As indeed he says in 

Hosea, “Those who were not my people I will call ‘my people,’ and her who was not 

beloved I will call ‘beloved.’”40 

Christianity has never been reduced to a single sentence or secret password, 

though. At no point in the Bible or in the tradition of the Church through the ages has 

there ever been a declaration of one singular term or image or concept of how to 

understand our relationship back to our Creator. The specific language of the Beloved is 

not the essential; the truth underlying the language is essential. We are claimed by God. 

The necessity for pastors to claim the truth of God’s love, above our efforts or strivings 

or accomplishments or mistakes or sins or doubts or anything we have done for good or 

for ill, is paramount.  

The first move for pastors is to claim that you are taken. After hearing the very 

center of the faith in Deuteronomy 6:4-5, God commands the people, 

Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to 

your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, 

when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them 

as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house 

and on your gates.41 

 

                                                           
39 Exodus 19:5 

40 Romans 9:25, New Revised Standard Version of the Bible (New York, NY: Oxford University 

Press, 1989).   

41 Deuteronomy 6:6-9 
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Whatever language that captures the truth of your identity in God, return to it. God takes 

and claims us as Beloved, we must begin living into that.  

We are Blessed 

“The problem of modern living is that we are too busy — looking for affirmation 

in the wrong places — to notice that we are blessed,” suggests Nouwen.42 Yet, the truth 

of our blessedness is undeniable.  

The research shows that one challenge of accepting our blessedness is the obstacle 

so many clergypersons have to claiming such a notion. One glaring omission from 

pastor’s responses, when compared to the breadth of Richard Foster’s list of spiritual 

disciplines,43 was any mention of corporate worship. The laypersons interviewed have a 

deep love for the church and for the women and men set apart for leadership as pastors, 

yet clergypersons did not list these corporate practices of the Church, where they are able 

to participate with laypeople. How many clergypersons miss the blessings because they 

choose to miss the relationships? I have benefited greatly from being introduced to the 

language of Beloved and the deep sense of God’s care and affirmation that it offers, 

though not every clergyperson has had similar exposure to the concept. I first heard the 

concept through the experience of receiving Spiritual Direction from a layperson. One of 

the great blessings I have received in this most recent pastoral transition is my 

participation in our church’s one-on-one discipleship program. I spent the twelve months 

meeting weekly and reading through four books of the New Testament, guided by a 

                                                           
42 Nouwen, 79. 

43 Richard Foster’s Celebration of Discipline includes confession, worship, guidance and 

celebration as corporate disciplines in his framework. 
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layperson. Every clergyperson has parishioners with whom they can connect. Allowing 

ourselves to be in a relationship that makes us attentive to one another is fundamental. 

How do we see our blessedness? The second move of pastors, in order to 

maintain a sense of our blessings, is to pray and cease. Clear within the data gathered 

through the research, prayer was mentioned more than any other practices clergypersons 

recorded as helpful to staying grounded; four of the six persons listed prayer as an 

integral practice and a different four of the six listed the observance of the Sabbath in the 

same manner. Richard Foster sees no practice as higher in the way God uses it to shape 

us and bless us, calling prayer the “central avenue God uses to transform us.”44 Paul said 

we are to pray without ceasing.45 In addition, regular taking Sabbath, ceasing to behave 

as though the world cannot go on without us, is a fundamental practice that creates 

separation enough for God to break through are integral to living as the Beloved.46 

Pastors already know the truth: avoiding burnout and a million other deadly ends requires 

that we make time to pray and practice spiritual disciplines, and equally make time to 

cease from doing anything.  

We are Broken 

The first evidence of our brokenness has already been discussed: we are not 

comfortable with God’s faithful, relentless love for us. It is necessary for ministry to 

happen, but makes us feel vulnerable. We opt for countless alternatives, only furthering 

the distance from the One who made us and loves us. Clergy offered some of these 

obstacles to staying connected to God: worry and fear, feeling compelled to say too often, 

                                                           
44 Foster, 30.  

45 1 Thessalonians 5:17. 

46 Exodus 20:8-11. 
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not observing the Sabbath, arrogance, being a people-pleaser, busyness, or being unable 

to maintain boundaries.47  

Some self-inflicted brokenness, often more likely when there is a disconnect 

between expected roles and the pastor’s self-understanding of gifts and graces, can be 

avoided. Data gathered from conversations with both clergy and laity points to one of the 

myriads ways these relationships go awry. How many times have pastors joined the 

chorus of others to say, “Work would be great if it weren't for the people?” The attempt 

at humor is rooted in difficult experiences. Yet, God is consistently working through 

people to deliver our blessings. Lucy C spoke the truth when she said, “I’ve seen a lot of 

people, pastors, who’ve gotten into trouble because they don’t have other people or peers 

to bounce ideas off of, because they don’t have those relationships.”48 Humility and 

vulnerability are at the very essence of the life of Jesus. It was from brokenness that this 

project first germinated, looking back to the meeting in 2011 where my own sense of 

importance and value caused me to devalue others.  

The third move for pastors is to be open about our brokenness. In ministry there 

are innumerable ways we can stumble along the journey. It is imperative that pastors 

regularly revisit the places they have stumbled, not out of false-humility, but for the 

purpose of not repeating them. Pastors need to know the pitfalls in order to avoid them. 

They also need to know when they are deep in the midst of any of them.  

The Apostles Paul writes to the church in Philippi that joy is made complete when 

we align ourselves with the example of Christ,  

                                                           
47 See Figure 15. 

48 Lucy C interview. 
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Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as 

better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the 

interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, 

though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something 

to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in 

human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and 

became obedient to the point of death — even death on a cross.49 

 

The example Christ offers is that brokenness leads to wholeness. Our brokenness can be 

exposed and healed through confession.50  Richard Foster speaks to this, saying, 

if we know that the people of God are first a fellowship of sinners, we are freed to 

hear the unconditional call of God's love and to confess our needs openly before 

our brothers and sisters. We know we are not alone in our sin. The fear and pride 

that cling to us like barnacles cling to others also. We are sinners together. In acts 

of mutual confession we release the power that heals. Our humanity is no longer 

denied, but transformed.51 

 

Again, in my own experience of regularly seeking spiritual direction, first from Sister 

Christ then later through a covenant group of other clergypersons, I have known the 

abiding value of having a space for vulnerability and confession.  

We are Given 

The greatest fulfillment for each of us is to give our ourselves. Nouwen says, 

“Beyond all our desires to be appreciated, rewarded and acknowledged, there lies a 

simple and pure desire to give.”52 We are to give ourselves, gifts and talents for the 

benefit of our community. This only happens as we are present. In the same way that 

laypersons expect clergypersons to be trustworthy, they also desire for presence. Jesus’ 

                                                           
49 Philippians 2:3-8 

50 1 John 1:9 - “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

51 Foster, 127. 

52 Nouwen, 106. 



29 

 

 

 

model for ministry is to take on flesh: incarnational. We are called to be present in order 

that they might see Christ living in us. Paul called this the “literal hope of glory.”53  

We are taken, blessed and broken in order that we might be given. But, this is also 

the very move that often exposes the distance between congregational expectations and 

our calling to be the Beloved. This is bound to occur when clergypersons, or laypersons, 

are viewed exclusively through the lens of utility. Reducing any person to what they do, 

or what they offer, diminishes them into a machine. Nouwen writes,  

The real question is not “What can we offer each other?” but “Who can we be for 

each other?” No doubt, it is wonderful when we can repair something for a 

neighbor, give helpful advice to a friend, offer wise counsel to a colleague, bring 

healing to a patient, or announce good news to a parishioner, but there is a greater 

gift than all of this. It is the gift of our own life that shines through all we do.54 

 

Made in the image of the One who exists in relationship, three in one, our Belovedness is 

larger than our tasks or titles, offices or ordination. Clergy are called to lead the 

congregation into the holy awareness of each person’s true identity. I think this is part of 

what Richard Osmer means with the concept of interpretative guides, first developed by 

Charles Gerkin and applied to both clergy and laity, alike.55 The final move of pastors is 

to say Yes to the inner truth of our Belovedness, a better understanding of ourselves.56 It 

is, also, a better, more sustainable, vision of ministry. 

 Pastoral leadership, in large part, is about assisting the congregation to seek a 

vision  beyond the present. This happens through listening, interpreting, and discerning 

                                                           
53 Colossians 1:27. 

54 Nouwen, 113. 

55 Osmer, Richard R, Practical Theology: An Introduction, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 

2008), 18-25. 

56 Nouwen, 133. 
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God’s vision. Yet, in the midst of transition, with things at their most chaotic, it is 

challenging to look beyond the immediate and engage in these future-oriented tasks. 

Even at the beginning of ministry with a new congregation, the pastor is called to prepare 

for a horizon further than the end of this day or this year. This is counter-cultural to 

prevailing secular thinking; our lives are not bound by the efforts of a year, a move, an 

appointment, a season or a career. One of the greatest gifts we can offer right now is to 

prepare our people for the ‘not yet.’ The mutuality of laypersons and clergypersons that 

undergirds the mandate to equip the saints for ministry together, in Ephesians 4:12, is 

evidence of the relational dynamics of ministry. This happens through informal 

conversations, prayerful leadership with committees, and giving way to allow others to 

serve.   

A Beloved Final Word 

Along with the proposal of a four-part framework of movement for pastors, there 

are other implications from the research that can still be pursued. First, the wide-ranging 

expectations of laypersons towards the roles to be lived into by their pastors is a 

fascinating topic, with significance for clergy health and well-being. I think back to 

Wendi T’s comment that the pastor should, “be whatever it is that the particular person 

needs.”57 The thought of how to carry that out is staggering. What can be done, in terms 

of conversations with laypersons and boards of leadership, to address this potential 

pitfall? Second, in what ways can ecclesial leadership beyond the local congregation 

contribute to the dialogue between pastors and the people in front of and during seasons 

of clergy transitions? How can they help develop measures of trust, and lead their pastors 

                                                           
57 Wendi T, Interview with Layperson, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 29, 2016. 



31 

 

 

 

in the self-awareness of their own shortcomings? Considering the range of expectations 

over role and character, how many local United Methodist congregations are lacking in 

their preparedness for welcoming a new pastor, beyond the immediate provision of keys 

to an office and a house?  

These four movements that Jesus taught his disciples in the celebration of the 

Eucharist, further expounded on by Henri Nouwen in his book, Life of the Beloved: 

Spiritual Living in a Secular World, also are consistent with my analysis of interviews 

with clergypersons and laypersons. We are called to be the body of Christ, together. The 

research points to the beautiful potential when the intersection of the people’s 

expectations and the calling and giftedness of clergypersons are subordinate to the 

leading of God. Yet, the deeper search is to be taken up by every person: Who am I and 

what will I allow to define my identity? 

For me, all of this comes back to the center of my own understanding of practical 

theology: pastors are called to listen to the leading of God, to submit to the desires of 

God, and to partner with the people to go out in service to the world. This is facilitated by 

the intentional creating of space, through practices and disciplines, in which the Holy 

Spirit can be heard. God is putting the world back together and the best evidence of it 

happens in our own hearts. When we allow ourselves to be vulnerable, we are more in 

tune with the ways that the church has failed to be obedient, and we are better able to 

respond to new directions of reconciliation, often outward from the four walls of the 

church buildings, across geography and boundaries of race, class and expectations that 

divide us. I am the Beloved of God. You are the Beloved of God. Amen. 
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FULL-LENGTH VERSION OF 

To Be Loved or God’s Beloved, What Defines a Pastor’s Identity? 

 

By 

D. Scott Hagan 

 

Section 1: Identification of the Topic 

As a junior in high school, growing up in South Georgia, I had a real sense of God 

stirring within me direction for where my life was to go occupationally. At the time, I 

believed God was either calling me to serve as a pastor within the United Methodist 

Church, like others in my family had, or to pursue something very outside my family 

sphere of knowledge (or talent) and work to become a college basketball coach. I chose 

the hardwood and had a blast for seven years. It was about two years out of college that I 

submitted to God’s growing call to change 

plans and serve from the other side of the 

pews as an ordained minister. Since 

starting out in youth ministry as a 

seminary student, to now itinerating for 13 

years as pastor within the South Georgia 

Conference of the UMC, I have 

occasionally found myself serving or 

leading outside of the expectations of the 

congregations and communities that I 

. . . serve each other according to the gift 

each person has received, as good 

managers of God’s diverse gifts. Whoever 

speaks should do so as those who speak 

God’s word. Whoever serves should do so 

from the strength that God furnishes. Do 

this so that in everything God may be 

honored through Jesus Christ. To him be 

honor and power forever and always. 

Amen. - 1 Peter 4:8-11 
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have served. Each move has been a joy, but equally a learning experience. What does 

faithfulness look like in ministry? We are to be faithful to God, but what about the people 

within the local churches that God has sent us to serve? What is the blend or balance? 

The importance of this topic came to me in November 2014 at the end of a 

particularly exhausting season of ministry serving in Columbus, Georgia, at Epworth 

UMC. I had experienced, along with a host of laypeople, a range of projects that included 

a five-phase building renovation plan, a church-wide vision process, and some stressful 

opportunities to offer pastoral care, all amid the normal daily and yearly demands of 

ministry. My weekly routine, on the weeks I kept it, was to take off on Fridays, before 

finishing up my sermon some on Saturday and then working from Sunday through 

Thursday. I remember, clearly, the moment on one rare Friday at home being struck by 

how weary I was. Instead of pushing through to the next item on my to-do list, a moment 

of clarity shone through, like the daylight through the blinds, and I asked, “Have I been 

caring for this church I love, or myself, with my pace?” Not long after I phrased it this 

way, “Am I currently serving the local church in a way that contributes to the long-term 

health of the church as well as sustained pastoral excellence of the pastor?” That question 

has spurred me on to ask related questions, discussed and researched in this paper, around 

balance and identity for pastors serving in local congregations. Bishop Michael B. 

Watson, who served as the resident episcopal leader of our annual conference when I 

entered the ministry, used to ask those in groups he met with, “How is it with your body 

and soul?” John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement nearly three centuries 

earlier, connected our souls and bodies with the essence of the discipline of living as a 
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Christian in the world.58 The clarity of that ‘Friday moment’ pointed out how poorly I 

was integrating the health of people and pastor, in either body or soul. It was a divine 

moment of reorienting, but I wondered if I could have avoided being so off course. Our 

family moved the following June from Columbus to Bonaire when Bishop James King, 

Episcopal leader of the South Georgia Conference, appointed us to serve the church here. 

Yet, the challenge of staying grounded in my relationship with God and how to 

continually live as witness to every person’s Belovedness has remained with me as I have 

transitioned. I don’t think such questions and concerns are limited to my own situation, 

though.  

Many pastors struggle with what source to ultimately draw affirmation from in 

their own lives. The question arises for every person and every pastor, “From where is 

your identity derived?” In some ways, our sense of identity is carried around in a bucket 

that now leaks from the damage inflicted by the injuries of the fallen world. It is true for 

every person, but especially relevant to those in serving vocations who are engaged with 

the world so frequently. If a pastor’s sense of identity is leaking over time, how far must 

you walk and from what well do you draw, when you need to refill the bucket and answer 

the question, “Who Am I?” It was the morning after a building committee meeting in 

September of 2011 that the question rushed in front of me. I had acted poorly the evening 

before, with arrogance and with little sense of respecting the ideas or input of the others 

gathered, and one brave friend arrived at my office the next morning to say as much. I 

agreed with her assessment and soon started seeing Stephen Muse at the Pastoral Institute 

in Columbus with the intent of being less of a jerk. That led to an introduction to Sister 

                                                           
58 Wesley, John, The Bicentennial Works of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 1976), 59. 
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Chris, a Catholic sister living in community in Alabama, whom I started visiting every 

month for Spiritual Direction. It was Sister Chris who offered me a simple excerpt of a 

Nouwen devotion that has brought me to the point of daily seeking the true source of my 

identity. While the very language of Belovedness or any spirituality deeper than an 

infrequent daily devotion compromising anything more than reading the bible was 

something I was unaware of even a few years ago, I now find myself seeking out the 

practices and principles that would keep me grounded in God’s claim on me. Pastors of 

lay leaders of local congregations can benefit from knowing and practicing the practices 

being sought after and lifted up within this study. Every transition brings new challenges; 

these practices can offer support and a sense of solid ground from which to return to 

when the challenges disorient or when intense seasons of discord diminish a sense of 

calling to the ministry. 

I especially want to focus on pastors who, being sent to serve local congregations 

by a Bishop and Cabinet within our system of moving Methodist clergy, have oversight 

for the churches in a particular geographic region. I serve within the South Georgia 

Conference, and am available for appointment every year through the process of 

consultations between the Bishop and Cabinet, the local church, and myself. I intend to 

limit my scope to the experiences of some of the clergy within this conference, with the 

belief that the insights gained from these experiences within this region would be useful 

to clergy in a variety of settings.  

I am studying the transitions because I believe that it is in the first year that the 

expectations, the routines, and the roles lived out by the pastor and parish begin to 

solidify. There is certainly the opportunity for adjustments and revisions over time, but so 
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often the die is cast in the first season of making first impressions that clergy, or 

congregations, feel that seeking an entirely new appointment is an easier alternative than 

carrying through with changes in the present one. Can we arrive better? Can we stay 

grounded more consistently? In truth, the season of transition has two halves: leaving one 

place and arriving at another. Each are important in the lives of the respective 

congregations and certainly burden the pastor as he/she moves through them. Both are 

worthy of study, both would surely benefit from similar practices of claiming identity, 

but each is also unique in their own ways. Leaving well is an entire concept and worthy 

of attention and study. However, I want to study the pastors who are arriving in order to 

learn for my own ministry and to be able to share with other pastors who go through 

similar transitions.  

Within the topic of clergy arriving to serve local United Methodist congregations 

within South Georgia, the central question this project seeks to answer is, “How do the 

expectations of local congregations on pastoral leadership intersect with the pastor’s own 

sense of calling and identity as one who is Beloved by God?” Other questions are 

relevant. What sources do clergypersons draw from as they consider their own sense of 

identity and calling and what disciplines help them maintain their sense of identity during 

the transition? How do members of the congregation measure trust and what are practices 

within pastoral practice that engender trust or pitfalls to avoid? What happens when there 

is a disconnect between expected roles and the pastor’s self-understanding of gifts and 

graces? 

 The theological implications for the pastor trying to maintain a sense of who 

he/she is originate from the core of the New Testament’s working out of what salvation 
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in Jesus Christ really is. The ability to stay grounded in our own true identity is the 

repeated refrain of the church at its best throughout the ages and was the focus of the 

early church in the writings that it lifted up as inspired and Canon. Paul writes to the 

church in Corinth that, “if anyone is in Christ, that person is part of the new creation. The 

old things have gone away, and look, new things have arrived!”59 We are new in Christ, 

but what does new look like? The images and metaphors abound: branches of a vine, a 

royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s handiwork, a temple for the indwelling of God, 

living stones, salt and light and adopted children, if you take just a handful them 

together.60 We are called to live by the Spirit because we are “God's chosen ones, holy 

and beloved.”61 In many ways, the New Testament is an attempt to answer the question, 

“Now what?” in response to the Jesus event. William Willimon, now retired as a UMC 

Bishop, wrote that the very sacrament of initiation into the church, baptism, has as its 

chief purpose the effort of helping us to remember who we are.62 If the need to remember 

and reclaim our identities is true for all Christians, would it be any less true for the clergy 

who are called out from the laity and set apart for ministry?  

 I want to study the practices of incoming pastors of United Methodist 

congregations, so that I may better understand how a pastor is able to stay grounded in 

their Belovedness, in order to help itinerating pastors serve out of their true identity. 

While the congregation’s expectations for the roles filled by their pastors are adjusted 

                                                           
59 2 Corinthians 5:17 

60 John 15:5, 1 Peter 2:9, Ephesians 2:10, 1 Corinthians 3:16, 2 Peter 2:5, Matthew 5, Ephesians 

1:5  

61 Colossians 3:12 

62 See Remember Who You Are: Baptism, a Model for Christian Life (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

2007).  
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with every new appointment, pastors are called to first derive their identity from their 

relationship with God. 

 This project seeks to engage the topic of pastors serving from within the identity 

and calling of God as they transition into new appointments within local congregations. 

In particular, what are the practices that can support them in the transition in order to 

remain grounded in their life in Christ and how do those practices help them to balance 

the expectations of the new people they move to serve with the unique calling of God 

already active in their lives? The project will carry this out through interviews with 

laypeople from within my congregation who have witnessed first-hand the transition we 

have lived through. I am seeking to learn about the role of trust and communication 

around expectations. This project will also interview a diverse sample of pastors who 

serve in South Georgia in order to learn about practices that have worked for them in 

staying grounded during transitions that they have experienced. In addition to the 

experiences of laypeople and pastors, this project will engage relevant and contemporary 

academic writings on the subject of pastoral leadership, with a keen interest in the 

practice of ministry within transition. The groundwork for all of the interviews and the 

review of relevant literature is the core thread of the biblical narrative that we are the 

Beloved of God. As shared earlier, the project begins with the inspirations and 

meditations of Father Henri Nouwen. Despite only encountering them in this most recent 

season of my life, his articulations of the God-given claim of Beloved spoken over the 

life of every baptized Christian extends well back into my youth, like the grace that has 

acted preveniently in my life before I was aware of it. The language of Beloved, and how 
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to stay connected to the truth of our Belovedness, remains just under the surface of this 

work and my ongoing ministry.  

 

Section 2: Naming and Describing the Research Contexts 

The context of research for this project begins in the Bonaire United Methodist 

Church, but extends to the broader connection of local churches in the South Georgia 

Conference, as every congregation is receiving pastors in the regular movement of the 

Methodist itinerant system. Every local church is a complex integration of history, 

theology, sociology and systems, influenced by the culture around it.  

A Little Country Church 

The presence of a Methodist congregation in the community of Bonaire, located 

in the southeast corner of middle Georgia’s Houston County, dates back to 1894. The 

Reverend M.B. Ferrell was serving as the Methodist Episcopal Church pastor of the Elko 

circuit of churches, which included churches in middle Georgia just west of the 

Ocmulgee River as it meanders south from Macon, that included the Sandy Run Church. 

Presumably by his request, they allowed their pastor the opportunity to preach, on 

occasion, at two nearby communities, 

Wellston and Bonaire. Within a year, his 

efforts produced Methodist societies at each 

place, with the new members being included 

on the rolls of the mother Sandy Run Church. 

On February 26, 1894, one of the men of 

Bonaire asked, at the Quarterly Conference, if 

they would be allowed to build a house of 

Figure 1- Painting of the 1894 Chapel 
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worship in their own community, as the three miles between their communities was 

certainly more of a burden then than we can imagine now. Along with Mr. King, the 

Conference named W. H. Talton, Jr., and four others to a building committee. Land for 

the property was given by Mr. King, next to a small community cemetery that had been 

established in the previous decade.  The building was finished in September of the same 

year and dedicated by Bishop Haygood that same month. The new building was such an 

improvement from the facilities at nearby Sandy Run that the mother congregation closed 

the same month and began worshipping at Bonaire.63 The Rev. J. R. Owen was appointed 

that Fall to begin serving as the new pastor of Bonaire, a part of the larger Elko Charge. 

There are many principles from this origins story that are worth highlighting for 

students of congregational leadership. First of all, Bonaire’s start depended on the 

kindness and generosity of others. This is really true of every new church plant, 

regardless of the circumstances. The church also took root because of the partnership of 

the people and the pastor. The Rev. Ferrell’s preaching clearly had an effect on the hearts 

of those gathering for worship under a tent or tree, but it was the wisdom of the 

congregation to lend their clergyperson out for such work that also made it possible. This 

co-laboring of parish and pastor has been an integral part of Wesleyan theology and 

practice since the first days of the movement.64 Finally, this story says something about 

the first families of the church: a desire to worship in the same community where they 

lived. Churches have long sprung up along byways of South Georgia or ease of access to 

                                                           
63 Cole, Earline, "For a People Yet Unborn: History of Bonaire UMC as of 1994,” accessed 

January 3, 2013. http://bonairechurch.com/who-we-are/our-story. 

64 Frank, Thomas Edward, Polity, Practice, and the Mission of the United Methodist Church 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997), 143. 
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the community. Over time, many of these locations have proven to be less attractive as 

the century-long movement of people from the country to the city continues. Bonaire 

remains and is thriving. 

A Growing Community 

The story of the present congregation in Bonaire connects it back to the origins 

from where that first Methodist preacher was deployed. The Sandy Run congregation 

allowed Rev. Ferrell to spend some time preaching in Bonaire and in Wellston. In 1941, 

the War Department of the United States chose the flat lands and artesian waters 

available in middle Georgia to build a new Army Air Corps Depot for materials and 

repairs of their expanding fleet of aircraft. The land purchased was in Wellston. 

Construction officially started with groundbreaking ceremonies on September 1, 1941 on 

a tract obtained from a handful of local families that included property that had at some 

point belonged to the Feagin, King, and Wellborn families. Historians would consider 

them to be prosperous middle class farmers, owning slaves and a minimum of several 

hundred acres of land apiece.”65 Descendants of the Feagin family, original landowners 

of Houston County, are still members of the Bonaire UMC in 2016.  

 The base would be renamed for the late Army General Warner Robins and, a year 

later, the town of Wellston would have its named changed to match. It quickly grew to a 

workforce of over 23,000 employees during WWII who repaired almost every kind of 

AAF aircraft, as well as training as many as 60,000 Army personnel for every theater of 

                                                           
65 Hammack, Stephen A., “The Ethnohistory of the Robins Air Force Base, Houston County, 

Georgia,” (project prepared for 78th Civil Engineer Group, Environmental Management Branch Robins Air 

Force Base, Georgia, March 2011), 20. 
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war. The workforce declined following the war, but grew again in the 1950s to over 

17,000 persons. 

The growth of the base has driven the growth of the entire county. The 2015 U.S. 

census estimate for the 380 square miles of Houston County is 150,033, up significantly 

from the 21,613 people living here in 1890.66 The growth of the larger Warner Robins 

area makes it the sixth largest city in Georgia. Robins AFB is the single largest industrial 

employer in Georgia, with a work force of over 25,584 civilian contractors and military 

members.67 Further evidence of the growth of the community is that the population for 

the Bonaire area (Zip Code 31005) is estimated at 16,735 for the year 2016, comparable 

with the population of the entire county just over a century ago.68 

While the base was expanding rapidly, the Bonaire church did grow for many 

decades; really little changed in the first 100 years. Some members still remember when 

the District 

Superintendent 

visited in the late 

1950s and told 

them that they 

should not expect a 

quality preacher 

                                                           
66 “Houston County, Georgia,” Wikipedia, last modified August 6, 2016, accessed August 7, 2016, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Houston_County_Georgia. 

67 “Robins Air Force Base,” Wikipedia, last modified June 22, 2016, accessed August 7, 2016, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robins_Air_Force_Base. 

68 “Bonaire UMC Report,” MissionInsite, accessed August 7, 2016, 

https://maps.missioninsite.com/Maps.aspx. 

Figure 2 - Artwork from Cover of 1994 Church Directory 
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until they got around to adding indoor plumbing and a bathroom to the church building. 

They church building literally only had an outhouse for her first 60 years of being in 

Bonaire. They had added a brick social hall behind the main building, but when the 

centennial arrived in 1994, the main structure remained very similar to the earliest days. 

It would not remain so, for much longer.  

The ongoing expansion of the Air Force base created the need for housing further 

out from downtown Warner Robins. The Bonaire community continued to grow, along 

with the church, and the need arose for additional space beyond the capacity of the 1894 

Chapel. In 1999, the church purchased the facilities across the street from the Bonaire 

Baptist Church, which included their Sanctuary, Fellowship Hall, office spaces and 

classrooms. The first service in this new location was on Easter Sunday, March 30, 1999, 

preached by Reverend Al Lewis. Under the leadership of the Rev. Jay Tucker, the Main 

Sanctuary building was constructed and opened in February 2013. They congregation 

grew from an average worship attendance in 1990 of 100 persons to 298 in 2014 (see 

Appendix 2). 

For the first 100 years of ministry, the number of people being served weekly and 

the expenses of serving them grew slowly, with only incremental increases each year (see 

Appendix 1). The total expenses reported to the conference went from just under $40,000 

in 1990 to nearly $700,000 in 2014. In large part, expenses for United Methodist 

churches, for many years, have long been driven by the monies spent on the appointed 

clergyperson. Like other churches, Bonaire UMC shared this expense with another 

church(es) for a long period of time, as a member of a charge on which the pastor served. 

Bonaire became a station church, served by a pastor only assigned to them, in 1992. As 
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can be seen in the records of Bonaire UMC, the expenses of having a full-time clergy 

person starting in 1992, along with the introduction of paid staff persons, have helped 

drive increases in the overall expenses of the church.  

Bonaire in the New World 

 While the world around it undergoes significant changes, the local community is 

becoming increasing similar to the new and emerging world around it. The current 

Bonaire community is a relatively young demographic, with 6,783 of its 18,349 persons 

enrolled in preschool through high school, as of 2015. This contributes to the median age 

of the area being 36. The educational attainment of the Bonaire area is somewhat unique, 

as compared to the state of Georgia; whereas 15.13% of persons over the age of 25 in the 

state have not completed high school, the number in Bonaire is only 6.97%, as of 2015. 

Some of that difference is reflected in post-graduate education, where Bonaire’s 14.27% 

is higher than the state’s 10.30%.69   

In many ways, though, people here are like much of their neighbors around South 

Georgia: coming to terms with the myriad ways the world has massively changed. Many 

in contemporary society have moved past the traditional mindset of enlightenment and 

engage the world through post-modern lenses. This has seen a rise in feelings of anti-

establishment and anti-institution and a decrease in a belief in absolutes.70 While these 

changes are not universal, they are presenting themselves in ever-increasing ways in 

younger generations on upward. Globalization and exponential expansion of technology 

                                                           
69 MissionInsite report. 

70 Barna Group, "The End of Absolutes: America's New Moral Code." Research Releases in 

Culture& Media, (May 25, 2016), accessed October 3, 2016, https://www.barna.com/research/the-end-of-

absolutes-americas-new-moral-code/#.V_KfJPArKhc. 
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and telecommunications are the reality. Advances of technology and communications 

now deliver more news and more new ideas than ever before. While good news is being 

conveyed across more platforms than ever before, news of tragedies and heartache now 

seem to come weekly or even daily. People are being exposed to changes in culture, from 

across the globe, at a pace faster than ever. These paradigm shifts are affecting 

individuals in countless ways; for instance, the sharing of high-definition video across a 

variety of platforms has pushed excellent content into the homes and hands of the world. 

The church holds a diminished place of privilege and competes for the loyalties of people 

in this ever-shifting, new landscape.  

The new landscape is not only about new content and media for accessing it, the 

world is now connected differently relationally. People have become more networked 

from a distance and less connected through tighter social hubs.71 They propose, 

In incorporating gadgets into their lives, people have changed the ways they 

interact with each other. They have become increasingly networked as 

individuals, rather than embedded in groups. In the world of networked 

individuals, it is the person who is the focus: not the family, not the work unit, not 

the neighborhood, and not the social group.72 

People within the Bonaire congregation have similarly experienced these changes.  
 

Changes in Local Church Across South Georgia 

What happens to the expectations on a pastor when a community changes, as 

Rainie and Wellman have proposed? What happens to a system, which for over a decade 

had supplied pastors to every local church, when the dynamics of what is expected 

change? Is the system preparing pastors for the evolving expectations?  

                                                           
71 Rainie, Lee and Barry Wellman, Networked, the New Social Operating System (Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 2012), Kindle Location 458. 

72 Rainie and Wellman, 337. 
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The little country church in Bonaire, planted near a cemetery accessible to 

families who are all farmers, survived the massive changes in the community, but have 

the expectations of the congregation on the clergy appointed to serve them similarly 

changed over time? This is the presenting issue for the Bonaire church and for every 

church and clergyperson serving in South Georgia: identifying the challenges for arriving 

pastors and lifting up practices to bolster them during the transition is of interest to the 

clergy and laity of churches across our Annual Conference.  

Another perspective for considering the changes clergyperson are facing as they 

serve local congregations is the length of tenure. In the first eighty years, forty-four 

different pastors served the church, which at the time was always a part of a larger 

circuit; multiple churches were served by the same pastor, who preached on a rotating 

schedule among them. The forty-fifth pastor was the Rev. Tom Hall Ivey, who served 

part-time while also working and living in nearby Macon, Georgia. This is evidence, in 

itself, to the smaller demands on the pastor; Ivey lived in another county while serving 

two churches, Bonaire and Andrew. He served fifteen years, from 1973 until 1988. Even 

accounting for his long tenure, the average length of tenure for the forty-eight pastors that 

served the Bonaire church in its first one-hundred years is a fraction over two years long. 

Take out Rev. Hall’s fifteen years and the average preacher is gone before serving a 

second year. Such rapid turnover stands in stark contrast to the longer tenure of pastors in 

the last three decades.  
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An old image of how local churches regularly received new clergypersons likens 

the system to a machine built using interchangeable parts; cast out of the same mold, one 

pastor can come in and easily take the place of the previous one. In some ways, pastors 

were all as different as the names given them at birth, yet in other ways pastors were very 

similar. This system, like the image, served well for a long time. Consider the persons 

serving in South Georgia for the first eight decades that the Bonaire church was a part of 

the annual conference: every clergy person was a white male. The dynamics changed 

with the ordination of the Rev. Marcia Cochran in the 1970s, as the first female to be 

ordained, and have continued to grow more beautifully diverse since then (see Figure 3). 

Of course, diversity of gifts and graces, styles and skills cannot be fully captured in a 

table limited to gender and race. A better language, moving forward, than that of machine 

and parts would be the shifting cultures, values, norms and beliefs of both congregation 

and the system providing clergypersons. 

The Context of Moving Preachers 

Data on the frequency of transitions for United Methodist clergypersons points to 

the regular and consistent season of moving that many clergypersons, and their families 

Figure 3 - Diversity in South Georgia Clergy, as of 2014 
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and congregations, live through. Findings in the 2014 Duke Clergy Heath Study, which 

engaged over 1700 United Methodist clergypersons serving in North Carolina, show,  

Seventeen percent of currently appointed clergy report having changed 

appointments in the past year. However, a much higher 50% of clergy report 

feeling like their chances of being moved in the next 1-2 years is “very” or 

“extremely likely.” This perception suggests that a move is in the back of the 

minds of most clergy. Roughly 35% of clergy have been serving their current 

appointment for less than two years, whereas only about 7% have been serving 

their current appointment for 11 years or more.73 

Though a few clergypersons reported serving as many as 18 different appointments 

during their ministry, 43% have served 4 to 9 appointments during their careers in 

ministry.74  

Most Recent Pastoral Transition to Serve Bonaire UMC 

I am the 52nd pastor to be appointed to serve the people of Bonaire, having started 

in June 2015. I was asked to consider moving to Bonaire that previous March in order to 

fill the place of my predecessor, the Rev. Jay Tucker, who had already agreed to move. 

Rev. Tucker had served the church for the previous eight years. He was known among 

the congregation as an excellent preacher, and had played a significant role in moving the 

congregation ahead with the initial funding, design, construction and occupation of the 

newest ministry building on their expanding campus. We have known each other for a 

number of years, back to when he hired and mentored my brother as a campus ministry 

intern and I consider both Jay and his wife, the Rev. Cathy Tucker, to be colleagues and 

friends. The opportunity to follow them was humbling and exciting. 

                                                           
73 Duke Clergy Health Initiative, “SUMMARY REPORT 2014 Statewide Survey of United 

Methodist Clergy in North Carolina,” accessed October 7, 2016, https://divinity.duke.edu/news/clergy-

health-initiative-releases-2014-survey-findings, 10. 

74 Ibid. 
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As has been the practice of pastoral transitions in South Georgia, the projected 

appointment was announced in early Spring and some conversations between the exiting 

pastor, the incoming pastor and the receiving church leadership occurred in April and 

May, leading up to the June moving day. I entered with the intent of preaching good 

sermons on Sundays, caring for those in need when called upon, and primarily learning 

from leaders and members of the congregation while becoming acclimated to the culture 

and climate of the church. This included listening sessions with self-selected lay leaders 

within the church, that started on the first full week I began serving. Our conversations 

included a written survey intended to stimulate our conversation together (see Appendix 

3). 

Over two dozen lay leaders sat down, in the first month after arriving in the 

summer of 2015, to help me listen and learn. In addition, I attended regularly scheduled 

meetings within the structure of the church to listen and contribute: Board of Trustees, 

Staff-Parish Relations, Worship, Missions, Administrative Council, and Lay Leadership. 

All of this happens in and around the regular pace and flow of ministry within any 

congregation: preparation of sermons, hospital and home visits with members in need, 

meeting with staff persons, writing articles for weekly and monthly church publications, 

meeting with persons in the office for pastoral care, and attending events with members 

outside of the sanctuary, as well as engage with the community. 

The arrival of a new person into an established system or organization, regardless 

of industry or setting, company or context, has its ups and downs. My arrival here, 

spanning the first year of ministry in Bonaire, saw some great moments of ministry and 

episodes to be celebrated. We also have experienced some moments of anxiety and 
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tension, some of which were the result of my own actions or the actions of others, while 

others primarily have been caused by forces beyond the local congregation. Pastors 

frequently use the language of a marital honeymoon to describe their arrival at a new 

appointment. I sensed the honeymoon was over in Bonaire on the Monday after Easter, 

about nine months after arriving, when two of our lay leaders shared with our church’s 

Staff-Parish Relations chairperson a legal-pad list of grievances and points they were 

contending with in regard to my early days of ministry here. The chairperson was 

gracious to share the list with me directly before the week was out, and I spent time in the 

following three weeks praying and ‘listening’ to the truths that were contained in their 

list, along with seeking some healing around the circuitous means these things were 

delivered. I prayed for God’s grace to help open me to where I need correction and to 

show me where some of the critique might be more about someone or something else. I 

sought more input from one or two trusted lay people within the congregation, and I 

processed out loud with a couple of clergy who serve outside the system of this 

congregation. Before a month had passed, I had a sense of clarity that, while there was 

some truth in most of what their list comprised, each item appeared to be really based on 

one common theme: their perception that “our current pastor is not like our previous 

one.” In my opinion, the honeymoon was over when the awareness of how I was shaping 

the culture of the church differently than the pastor who served here before me began to 

be more clear in the minds of people who previous had been in positions of authority 

under a different culture. Traditional metrics were positive; giving was up, attendance 

was within the same range as the previous year and the church was engaged in serving 

the community as it had been before.  
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The expectations of laypersons on the local congregation, and the clergypersons 

who serve them, are broad. While outwardly acknowledging that every clergyperson is 

different, do laypeople update their expectations from one pastor to another in the midst 

of a transition? How important is it to live into the expectations of lay leaders within the 

church, when sometimes those expectations appear not to be based on the leading of God 

but instead are more about personal preference? Is it sustainable to focus on meeting the 

expectations of the people of the church, to the detriment of a pastor’s own sense of 

identity? Are the expectations of those who are already ‘in’ the local church different 

than those who visit? The latest research shows the importance of preaching and feeling 

welcome.  

Fully 83% of Americans who have looked for a new place of worship say the 

quality of preaching played an important role in their choice of congregation. 

Nearly as many say it was important to feel welcomed by clergy and lay leaders, 

and about three-quarters say the style of worship services influenced their 

decision about which congregation to join.75 

There often remains a tension between those who are visiting and those who are 

established members of a local church. 

Summary 

The fullness of the context of the local congregation, an ever-shifting blend of 

values, beliefs and rituals, brings the history of a people forward to the present to shape 

their culture. The culture of the Bonaire UMC plays a significant role in determining the 

expectations laypersons have on pastoral leadership, as well as how those expectations 

are communicated. As can be seen through the lens of history, the changes of the 
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surrounding community impact the congregation’s culture. Yet, within the UMC system, 

every local church operates within the bounds of an Annual Conference. For Bonaire, the 

traditions and practices of South Georgia Conference play an important role in how the 

arrival of a new pastor is experienced and the questions that are being asked. The 

multiple threads of congregational history, current church culture, community values, and 

the practices of the appointment system are all woven together to impact the experience 

of the local church in transition between pastors. While no single congregation represents 

‘every-church’, insights can be gleaned from a transition between pastors and the 

surrounding questions this raises.  

 

Section 3: Outlining the Theoretical Framework  

 Everything is grace. Grace is underneath it all, and through it all. This is the 

doctrine of the church, and particularly the United Methodist Church, when our Book of 

Discipline states, “Grace pervades our understanding of Christian faith and life. By grace 

we mean the undeserved, unmerited, and loving action of God in human existence 

through the ever-present Holy Spirit.”76 This project is undertaken with grace as the 

foundation for the research and reflection around the questions. It is also rooted in 

distinctive aspects of Wesleyan theology tradition, namely the sources of the Wesleyan 

Quadrilateral and Wesley’s own General Rules for the church as it lives and serves in the 

world. All of these provide a framework for the study of scripture and the relevant 

literature in the fields of pastoral leadership and spirituality brought to this project. 

 

                                                           
76 The Book of Discipline of the United Methodist Church (Nashville, United Methodist Publishing 
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Grace 

Wesleyan theology is best known for the prominent role that grace is given as a 

lens to see the work of God in the lives of believers. It is a belief in the free grace that is 

available to all, and our freedom to choose that grace, that drives this project. As 

Christians within the Wesleyan tradition, we believe grace goes before we are aware of 

God or God’s work in our own lives. The church is called to operate in ways that are 

grace-filled toward persons outside of the congregation in order to be conduits of God’s 

grace. It is by grace that we are saved, as Paul says in Ephesians 2: “For by grace you 

have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.”77 

Finally, it is grace that sanctifies the believer after she or he has been justified. The 

church must lean on this grace, in all of the modes in which we try and define it, in order 

to reach, convert and make disciples out of people living outside of God’s best desires for 

them. Beyond the ministry of equipping the saints of the church to live out the Great 

Commission, the pastor must herself or himself live into the grace that is provided for 

their own sanctification. It is a Wesleyan distinctive to integrate grace in this way; the 

Western notion of grace as divine pardon and forgiveness with the Eastern understanding 

of grace as the power of the Holy Spirit working within the life of the believer to renew 

our nature.78  

Wesleyan Sources of Authority  

One of the great blessings of serving within the United Methodist Church is that 

we stand firmly within the Wesleyan tradition that found its start in the ministry of John 
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78 Runyon, Theodore, The New Creation: John Wesley’s Theology Today (Nashville, Abingdon, 
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Wesley. Known as a passionate preacher, reformer and, eventually, as developer of a new 

way of doing church, Wesley was also a gifted thinker and writer. One of the great gifts 

we have received from Wesley’s thoughts and writings is the Wesleyan Quadrilateral. 

Albert Outler, the preeminent Wesleyan scholar of the 20th century, is credited 

with being the first to recognize John Wesley's method for theologizing, via what Outler 

referred to as the Wesleyan Quadrilateral: Scripture, Church Tradition, Reason, and 

Personal Experience.79 Outler offers us this as a way of getting our arms around Wesley’s 

own use of these four primary sources within Wesley’s preaching, teaching and written 

work.  

God’s activity in the world is so expansive and complete that there is no shortage 

of evidence or sources pointing us to Him. Yet we are called to interpret and “reflect 

critically on our own biblical and theological inheritance” in order that we might be 

faithful in our witness to God’s purposes.80 Wesley was diligent in his reliance upon the 

fullness of witnesses to God’s Word and we must continue to uphold them for our own 

theological reflection.  

God’s Word, as offered to us in Holy Scripture, comes as the primary source and 

determinant of the Christian faith. The Bible is complete and perfect as it offers to us the 

words of life and salvation. Within the Bible can be found the closely woven relationship 

of Scripture, tradition, reason and experience. The Bible itself is the product of diverse 

traditions, cultures and understandings; it stands as a witness to the fundamental unity of 

God’s revelation to Creation. Wesley, however, did not believe that God’s desires are 
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made known only through the Scriptures. Wesley’s own Anglican tradition had long held 

Scripture as primary with support from reason and tradition, but it was Wesley who 

added experience to the equation; God chooses to use the experiences of our lives to 

speak and lead us by grace. Our proper reliance on Scripture and these other sources 

makes possible our lively and timely responses to the struggles and challenges that are 

continually confronting our beliefs and proclamations. If we are to be relevant and 

authentic in our Christian response to the needs of a questioning and hurting world, we 

must be faithful to the sources of revelation and witness that God has entrusted us with. 

I chose to engage the wisdom, which could be considered either the tradition of 

the church or human reasoning within the Quadrilateral framework, offered through 

relevant literature. In particular, I read extensively from writings in the field of pastoral 

leadership, as they relate to leading through arriving, and from writings in spirituality, 

especially the work of Henri Nouwen. 

Wesley’s General Rules 

 Within the history of the movement of Methodists, the story is recorded of a 

group of persons who came to Wesley seeking regular guidance in the practice of living 

as Christians who were fleeing the wrath to come. From their request, the first United 

Society was formed and later small classes and bands that were marks of the structure 

and growth of the movement in Europe and the American colonies. It was to these early 

followers of Wesley’s preaching and discipleship that the General Rules were first given. 

John Wesley’s original version, still kept intact within our Book of Discipline,  

First: By doing no harm, by avoiding evil of every kind, especially that 

which is most generally practiced. . . . 
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Secondly: By doing good; by being in every kind merciful after their 

power; as they have opportunity, doing good of every possible sort, and, 

as far as possible, to all men. . . . 

Thirdly: By attending upon all the ordinances of God. . . .81 

 

Each of the three rules included a lengthy list of specifics to help each person understand 

the various possibilities to which Wesley was referring. These rules received an update 

and a renewed emphasis with the 2007 publication of Bishop Reuben Job’s Three Simple 

Rules. In it, Job restates Wesley’s ideas into fresh expressions of the same sentiments 

when he outlines, “Do no harm, Do good, and Stay in love with God.”82 Each of these 

offers a really important word to this project. The expectations, both from within and 

from without, upon an arriving pastor can lead to significant pitfalls that can lead to harm 

being done. The desire to “do good” is a noble ideal, and one in which to strive, but can 

be twisted into a mechanism of receiving flattery and complimentary feedback, if one is 

not careful. Finally, the emphasis on staying in love with God through specific practices 

should never be lost on the pastor or the people.  

Assumptions and Location 

Beyond just my place as an appointed pastor within the United Methodist Church 

in South Georgia, I approach the topic with certain assumptions. I believe that every 

Christian is called by God to the work of ministry in the church and the world. This is 

true for the layperson and the clergy. The Apostle Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12 that, 

“There are different spiritual gifts but the same Spirit; 5 and there are different ministries 

and the same Lord; and there are different activities but the same God who produces all 
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of them in everyone.”83 He goes on to describe the church as the body of Christ, and uses 

the example of the human body, with its many different but very connected parts, as an 

example for the shared ministry in the church.84 Ordained clergy, who come from within 

the laity, are set apart for the work of ordering the life of the church and attending to the 

ministry of sacraments, service and word.  

I also assume that every person is working for the good of the church, seeking the 

will of God, though their efforts might not always be perceived as such. Where many 

people are gathered, there will be a variety of opinions and occasional differences. 

Despite these differences, I believe that through prayerful conversation and a generous 

spirit, forward progress can be achieved among people, in nearly every instance, because 

of a shared desire for good to happen.  

I engage the topic, literature and research from a place of blessings and privilege. 

I have been blessed to have been raised in a family tradition that has passed along the 

value of serving in the church, both as lay and ordained. I am one of five within three 

generations to have attended seminary and have served as pastor of local congregations. 

Within those three generations, and even before, countless others have found their own 

vocation by working or volunteering in the church, or serving as missionaries overseas. 

Our family has served the church and the church has blessed our family in tangible and 

unquantifiable ways. I have a bias towards the church, believing that God’s plans for the 

redemption of the whole world include faithful persons responding through service in 

local churches.  

                                                           
83 1 Corinthians 12:4-6 
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I am also privileged by my race and social location, being born a white male in 

the South to parents who worked hard, but also benefited from their own parents’ hard 

work and generosity. I have lived in communities across the state of Georgia and every 

one of them has been a place where it is easier to move around and move up if your color 

is white and your background is middle class (or better). For years I carried around an 

unidentified affinity towards intellect and being “smart,” often listing that as the first 

quality on any desired characteristic list I was making. Of course, education is important 

and lifelong learning is critical, but I have since come to recognize that not every person 

starts in the same place and not every metric for intelligence is just or well-intended. I 

was blessed to be able to attend the college of my choice and then to follow it with post-

graduate education; not every person has such freedom of choice.  

From my earliest experiences in classrooms, I have been blessed to participate in 

integrated schools with a diverse mix of races and backgrounds. It is the norm for public 

schools in South Georgia, but not every child is so fortunate. From those earliest days, 

interacting with the diversity of culture and language and all of the many forms each 

takes, to the years I worked in college athletics, I was really raised to see color as nothing 

more than a description of a person’s appearance. Yet, I have since come to appreciate 

that differences go deeper. Being a Methodist Elder in a predominantly white 

denomination makes it far more likely that I will make more money and not have to serve 

bi-vocationally, as compared to my brothers and sisters from African-American 

Methodist denominations. Even within my own conference, there are a substantially 

larger number of congregations more open to accepting me as their pastor than collegial 

friends I have whose skin color is different. South Georgia has seen a handful of cross-
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racial appointments, but many churches are happy for them to happen somewhere else. 

Really, the very same challenge and struggle is true of the sisters in the ministry within 

South Georgia; leadership in some churches are clear in consultations that their 

congregations would be less open to a woman serving as pastor. Each instance of an 

outward appearance being used to measure the inward effectiveness of a person breaks 

my heart; individuals within these churches fail to see the beauty of the Beloved within 

the face of every person. For the times in which I have acted similarly, I confess and seek 

forgiveness. May we soon see a day where every person is welcome to serve in every 

place, as the Lord sees fit. 

Beginning in the Bible 

 The narrative passed down for thousands of years about the earliest day of 

Creation describes God’s bringing order out of chaos and literally speaking things into 

life and existence. After five days of such effort, the first Creation story in the Judeo-

Christian tradition says that, “God created humanity in God’s own image, in the divine 

image God created them, male and female God created them.”85 There is so much that 

can be said about being made in the very image and likeness of God; the image of God is 

literally the truest understanding of our identity, but especially relevant for our topic is 

that we have value in the eyes of God. The story wraps up by saying, “God saw 

everything he had made: it was supremely good.”86 At the end of each of the earlier days 

of Creation, God spoke a word of affirmation, but on the final day, where humanity was 

made, the extra adjective gives the affirmation an extra emphasis. Each day of Creation is 
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“good”, but the final day is “supremely good.” The love of God toward us is literally 

woven into the fabric of how we’ve been made. Of course, we’ve tarnished it through the 

sin that entered soon after through the pride that found entrance into the world through 

the freedom God gave us.87 We’ve been messing things up ever since then. 

 Despite our tendencies, God still loves us. The truth of God’s love toward us is 

the claim of the story of Jesus’ baptism, according to Henri Nouwen. Before Jesus ever 

taught, healed, or even gathered followers, the voice from heaven was speaking this word 

of blessing and value into his life, with the words, “And a voice came from heaven, “You 

are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”88 Nouwen challenges us to hear 

God’s voice speaking to us, “You are my beloved son; you are my beloved daughter. I 

love you with an everlasting love. Don’t be afraid. Trust that you are the beloved. That is 

who you truly are.”89 That voice is not a very loud voice because it is an intimate voice. It 

comes from a very deep place. It is soft and gentle. He believes that we can gradually 

hear that voice and can claim for ourselves that it speaks the truth, our truth. It tells us 

who we are, despite our separation from God, caused by our choices and the sin that has 

pervaded the world. Nouwen believes that the method by which we are able to reclaim 

the image is “becoming the Beloved.”90  

Internal Temptations of Leadership 

Henri Nouwen uses the four movements Christ regularly taught his disciples in 

the celebration of the Eucharist to outline the movements through which God is leading 
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us. We need to respond to the Spirit's Work in our lives through the four movements of 

being taken, blessed, broken and given. True to his Roman Catholic theological tradition, 

spirituality for Nouwen happens within the remembrance of the Lord's Supper. Nouwen’s 

original audience was a secular Jewish friend whom Nouwen was writing to help connect 

with a deeper sense of spirituality. Ironically, his friend would later admit that the letters 

did not help him. The church is blessed to have received these ideas, nonetheless. I find 

the truth offered here a beautiful roadmap for navigating the side of church that is more 

oriented toward the secular, where believers struggle to throw off the funeral clothes of a 

previous life and embrace the new reality of God's creative work in our lives. Within the 

four movements, I am able to find the language to name and identify seasons or episodes 

of moving in and out of God's methods of becoming the Beloved. It is so very helpful to 

think of the moments of leadership, of presence and of vulnerability that I have 

experienced and now have a guide for placing them within the framework of God's 

restorative activity within my life. 

Nouwen delves deeply into the internal struggles and temptations that come with 

leadership in In the Name of Jesus. Though brief, it is a significant contribution to the 

conversation of pastoral leadership for what it chooses to include, as well as all that is left 

out. There is no mention of adopting corporate strategies here. Nouwen did not go 

searching for contemporary models of how to lead effectively. Instead, he returned to the 

ministry of Jesus and focused in on one of the earliest stories: the three-part story of Jesus 

being tempted in the wilderness by Satan, as told in the synoptic Gospels. The 

temptations for persons in leadership, particularly in the local church, have shifted the 
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very gifts and graces that have been the classical expectation of clergy throughout the 

centuries. Nouwen is pointing us back to our origins. 

 Every pastor or Christian leader is confronted with the same temptations that 

confronted Christ. Nouwen understands three temptations to be those of relevance, 

popularity and power. The temptation to be relevant is resisted through prayer. The 

temptation to be popular is resisted through engaging in ministry. Finally, the temptation 

to be powerful is resisted through theological reflection.91 

This is an excellent corrective to ministry in the modern world. It decidedly brings 

out the counterintuitive and countercultural distinctives of the principles and methods of 

Nouwen's understanding of doing ministry in the name and tradition of Jesus. The first 

call of the Christian leader is not to create a successful market entity. This book pushes 

back from any church to hire and fire based on things that should not be at the heart of 

the pastoral role. It does not discount the unique ways that a church has discerned its 

vision, mission or values, but it places something else at the center. It is humility, 

vulnerability and a desire to serve from within the presence of Christ that should be the 

hallmarks of the leader. They are really extended to the ministry of all Christians. This is 

better than looking at a person's ability to manage the operational functions of the church 

or its growth as a market force.  

 Even though many would consider relevance, popularity and power as key 

ingredients of an effective ministry, they are, in reality, “not vocations but temptations” 

in the ministry.92 All three temptations would turn us away from our mission to put Christ 
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on display through incarnational ministry and instead return to the ways of the world of 

upward mobility. This is not living as the Beloved.93 

Balancing Identity with Leadership Oriented Towards People 

 Simultaneous to the struggle of a pastor staying grounded to God as a Beloved 

child, each clergyperson must also live into the purpose of leadership in the church. 

Offices in the church have been created for the purpose of equipping the saints. Arriving 

pastors must find ways to connect with their people in order to achieve this lofty 

expectation, with the help of God. Ephesians 4 says this,  

He gave some apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and 

teachers. His purpose was to equip God’s people for the work of serving and 

building up the body of Christ until we all reach the unity of faith and knowledge 

of God’s Son. God’s goal is for us to become mature adults—to be fully grown, 

measured by the standard of the fullness of Christ.94 

In an ever-changing world, this task is daunting. Yet, for pastors in the Wesleyan 

tradition, God calls and the church confirms that calling. The vocation of pastor does not 

happen without people, as it is in the local congregation that the first outward affirmation 

towards a person’s candidacy as ordained clergy occurs, where the local church must vote 

their approval. Jack Tuell writes that this grassroots provision is intended to ensure that 

the people who know the candidate best are prepared to recommend him or her.95  

Lovett Weems believes that leadership in the Wesleyan spirit demands a return to 

origins. The early Methodist movement was driven by people: the people who were 

serving and those who were being served. The movement followed the people; Francis 
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Asbury, an early Methodist Bishop in the colonies, was keen to send his clergy into 

newly populated areas. The purpose of sending people out was to be present with the 

people in ministry. It begins with the needs of people and then focuses on meeting those 

needs. "If you want to thrive, serve."96 Weems focuses on principles, practices and 

passions to paint with broad strokes. Principles included going to where people are, 

focusing on service and remembering the poor. Practices included leading from the center 

and the edge, living in tension and making "connection" happen. Finally, passions of the 

Wesleyan spirit are knowing God, proclaiming Christ, and seeking justice. 

Adaptive Challenges in Leadership 

Leading people brings the challenge of integrating multiple sets of expectations 

and the resistance of some persons not being fully engaged. Lovett Weems writes, “The 

decline of effective leadership is one of the key factors behind the malaise and decline of 

mainline protestant churches in the last generation.”97 The church is not alone in feeling 

the challenges of raising up committed persons to serve within leadership. The growing 

complexity of the world is making it more difficult in every company and organization, 

sector and industry, to lead others well. One of causes is that the problems themselves 

have changed over time. Heifetz, Linksy and Grashow, have written on the differences 

between technical and adaptive challenges. They say, “The most common cause of failure 

in leadership is produced by treating adaptive challenges as if they were technical 
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problems.”98 They distinguish that technical challenges have known solutions and can be 

implemented by current know-how as technical, versus adaptive challenges that can only 

be addressed through changes in people’s priorities, beliefs, habits and loyalties.99 As 

they have defined it, “Adaptive leadership is the practice of mobilizing people to tackle 

tough challenges and thrive.”100 But, by the very nature of the challenges that it is 

preparing its practitioners to engage and solve, it is not about mastering technical skills or 

repetition of an act. What is fascinating about the new field of adaptive leadership is the 

vulnerability it requires of those who practice it. They refer to vulnerability twenty-three 

times in their Harvard Business Press book. This is not about nuts and bolts, but about 

fear and passion. They suggest that,  

One distinctive aspect of leading adaptive change is that you must connect with 

the values, beliefs, and anxieties of the people you are trying to move. Being 

present in that way is tough to do unless your heart is part of the mix as well. Acts 

of leadership not only require access to all parts of yourself so that you can draw 

upon all of your own resources for will, skill, and wisdom; but, to be successful, 

you also need to fully engage people with all these parts of yourself as well.101 

Resistance as Sabotage 

 Resistance of the people being led is chief among the challenges to leadership, 

especially for those arriving to new contexts. Rabbi Edwin Friedman goes so far to 

categorize it as sabotage, saying, “Differentiation in a leader will inevitably trigger 

sabotage from the least well-differentiated others in the system.”102 Yet, he does not 
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propose that persistence or even technical skills are the solution to dealing with 

resistance. 

Four decades of observing clergy, therapists, parents, and managers fighting 

resistance by trying to overcome it head-on through sheer acts of will has left me 

astonished at the inability of leaders to recognize what every sailor knows: that 

techniques designed to change the natural forces of life generally are ineffective 

and often burn out the “technician.”103 

He goes on to suggest that a being able to recognize, prepare for and respond to this kind 

of crisis brought on by forces external to the leader might be the single most important 

aspect of leadership.104 

Chronically-anxious families/organizations are those that are often a blend of 

reactivity, herding, displacing blame and seek quick fixes all while undermining 

leadership. All of these are about denying emotions within the system and devaluing the 

leader's sense of individuality. This has become pervasive across America, as Friedman 

points out that the nation "has become so chronically anxious that our society has gone 

into an emotional regression that is toxic to well-defined leadership."105 

Michael Foss offers wise words about handling resistance at low levels, and not 

allowing it to be delegated upward. This was a new perspective on the topic that I 

appreciated. Instead of handling matters related to resistance at upper administrative 

levels, he believed that they should remain at the lowest level possible, person to person, 

and be handled directly. Though this strikes me as common sense, it is a helpful word.106 
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Failure of Nerve 

 Edwin Friedman’s A Failure of Nerve, completed and published posthumously, is 

one of the great repositories of wisdom on leadership in the massively-changing world. 

He believes that, “The twin problems confronting leadership in our society today, the 

failure of nerve and the desire for the quick fix, are not the result of overly strong self but 

of weak or no self.”107 He writes about leadership as a function of emotional 

systems.108 Whenever a "family" (read as congregation, hospital, library, school board, 

community, etc.) is driven by anxiety, a failure of nerve will also always be present 

among its leaders.109 Friedman believes that societies' two primary problems, a failure of 

nerve among leaders and the desire for a quick fix, are not the results of overly strong 

self, but of a weak or non-existent sense of self. He proposes the immune system of our 

bodies as an analogy to what a healthy self is oriented toward: not simply fighting 

outsiders, but preserving its own unique identity. A good leader functions as the immune 

system of the institution that they lead, not primarily in warding off outside enemies, but 

in providing whatever is necessary to maintain the institution's integrity.110 

The world has continued to swing past equilibrium in every way, resulting in 

some good things being relied on in ways that are not beneficial. This applies to the 

overuse and reliance on data. It can be seen in the confusion of feelings as rights and 

the over-development of empathy. Another example is the idea that being selfish is 

criminal. 
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It should be mentioned that for all of the wisdom offered within Friedman’s final 

work, one pitfall to those who read it could be the notion that it gives the leader 

permission to act as dictator within the organization. The need for less empathy, though 

right, could be misused, as could the focus on leading with a strong sense of self. Read 

quickly, or without humility or being grounded in service for the good of others, this 

book could be misinterpreted as license to act badly.  

 Living and leading, as Friedman describes, is about leaders focusing on their own 

integrity first, rather than spending precious energy on addressing symptoms or anxiety 

of the people within the congregation. He is all but using the language of staying 

grounded in being God's Beloved, when he proposes that A Failure of Nerve was 

intended to “encourage leaders to focus first on their own integrity and on the nature of 

their own presence rather than through techniques for manipulating or motivating 

others.”111 He approaches organizational leadership from a perpendicular perspective: at 

crossways with the prevailing winds of culture. Instead of more data, he proposes less.112 

Instead of more empathy, he questions how the introduction of this often false version of 

sensitivity has reduced the ability of the leader to self-differentiate from the 

system.113 Focusing on others, not in terms of service but in terms of understanding, 

rarely improves the leader's ability to understand themselves better. Serving others well is 

about living and leading from within yourself, as a leader, and not allowing others to set 

the larger, overall agenda. The people are not the best place to seek answers to questions 
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about identity or internal, personal direction.114 In calling for a return to playfulness, as 

an antidote to reactivity, Friedman also sounds a clarion call for leaders to establish 

enough distance from the system (local church) for vision to be gleaned.115  

Staying on Track 

The son of a noted pastor within the United Methodist Church, and now a pastor 

himself serving churches in the Midwest, Emanuel Cleaver, III seeks to place the role of 

pastor back "on track" through his experience and study.116 For Cleaver, the role of the 

pastor is primarily about casting vision, followed by the responsibilities that come with it: 

developing staff and leaders around the vision, leading the people, teaching, preaching 

and staying attentive through prayer to the will of God. He believes that the role of the 

pastor has gotten skewed, is now off track, from the holy mandate of God. In his analogy, 

Jesus is the track and the Gospel is the train; the train is off the track and the passengers 

within the church are suffering because the pastor/conductor has allowed themselves to 

take on too many roles that have diverted their focus away from their proper role.117 This 

has not been caused by faithlessness, but through expectations to take on more and more 

roles other than those as gleaned from the Scriptures. He believes that the office of pastor 

is a gift to the church, while the people in the church have been given gifts for the sake of 

the church.118 
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In setting up his argument for the need for change, Cleaver speaks to the decline 

in attendance and participation in the churches of North America, especially within the 

mainline Protestant traditions.119 He states that the decline is not because of a lack of faith 

in Jesus, but is based on a lack of direction or guidance, presumably from pastors and 

church leaders. Of course, there is truth in this understanding, but what about other 

changes? Has the massive cultural shift away from modern thinking to postmodernity, 

with its disdain for institutions or lack of absolutes, not also been a contributing factor?120 

He later writes about the need to learn from the current cultural landscape, but then 

primarily refers to the rise of technology and the excitement generated by each new 

breakthrough.121 Isn't there more that can be learned from the cultural shifts and changes 

that are advancing the world and so quickly revealing how global we all are?  

 Cleaver speaks strongly about the importance of preaching to cast vision for the 

vitality of the local congregation. Yet, other than the preacher's need to study in 

preparation for the preaching moment, other practices that can help him/her stay 

grounded for the task go missing.122 He has an entire section on reclaiming the true 

identity of the congregation and clergy, yet makes no mention of any underlying basis for 

what that might be, just that we should recover something.123 The best he has for a 

clergyperson is to step into the role of being "ministry enabler," but offers no exemplar 

                                                           
119 Ibid., 16. 

120 Ibid. 

121 Ibid., 23. 

122 Ibid., 88. 

123 Ibid., 100. 



73 

 

 

 

for any person besides the pastor? He seems to leave out the gift of being made 

sons/daughters of the King, or the declaration of being the Beloved?  

Despite the criticisms I make based on some missing elements of his argument or 

thinly-developed summaries, Cleaver captures the first half of my thesis when he says, 

"The role of the pastor doesn't need to be reshaped nor does the identity need to be 

borrowed from the business sector. The role of the pastor is rooted and defined in the 

Holy Bible."124 While Cleaver’s description of the functions within the office does not 

include the source of our identity, his critique of the current situation is very helpful. 

Arriving Well 

 How can a pastor avoid the pitfalls of getting off track, or of suffering sabotage, 

and navigate the external challenges of leadership upon arriving to serve at a new 

appointment? Michael Foss has written about congregational leadership in the midst of a 

changing context.  The thrust of Michael Foss' book on pastoral leadership is a sharing of 

his experiences at the St Mark Lutheran church following arrival.125 He helped a local 

congregation, which had experienced positive advances in growth and reorientation of its 

culture under its previous pastor, to continue those shifts and expand upon them through 

casting vision and leading his staff and small cadre of lay leaders well. His vision for the 

modern church, no longer able to attract through simply opening the doors on Sundays, is 

a clarion call for disciple-making. The vision, according to Foss, will emanate from the 

personal reflection and prayerful study of the pastor. 
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At the very outset, Foss states plainly that the path of discipleship begins in the 

heart and mind and any ministry is built upon the central life of being a disciple of Jesus. 

He offers an outline of the practices of personal discipleship that are fundamental to the 

life of a clergy person, which is his intended audience. “The life of discipleship begins in 

the mind and heart of the leader, and then becomes the foundation upon which ministry is 

built.”126  However, the practices he proceeds to list are necessary for all Christians. His 

list is good, though he admits not exhaustive, but it offers little depth; it could be written 

by a first-year seminary student or any lay person with some years of experience 

following Jesus. At the very moment he impresses by implicitly placing personal 

discipleship as the source for a pastor's identity, he actually misses his chance to speak to 

it explicitly. His treatment of the subject is good, just thin. Pray and read the Bible daily, 

worship weekly, and serve beyond the congregation, are the start of his list, but these 

could be gleaned from any lesson offered to teenagers on Sunday or Wednesday. He does 

not offer much counsel on the internal search or journey of finding or reclaiming a sense 

of identity.127  

 The change of pastoral leadership and the resulting introduction of a new identity 

and culture are often experienced as a crisis for congregations. Using the language of 

leadership as it applies to leading through a crisis, Heifetz, Grashow and Linsky propose 

there are two distinct phases of leadership: 

First, is that emergency phase, when your task is to stabilize the situation and buy 

time. Second is the adaptive phase, when you tackle the underlying causes of the 

crisis and build to thrive in a new reality. The adaptive phase is especially tricky: 

People put enormous pressure on you to respond to their anxieties with 

authoritative certainty, even if doing so means overselling what you know and 
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discounting what you don’t. As you ask them to make necessary but 

uncomfortable adaptive changes in their behavior or work, they may try to bring 

you down. People clamor for direction, while you are faced with a way forward 

that isn’t all that obvious. Twists and turns are the only certainty.128  

I find this to be very analogous to the initial phase of arriving well and then the ongoing 

phase of leading well into the future. 

Based on extensive research in a number of churches and denominational groups, 

Oswald, Heath and Heath, in Beginning Ministry Together, set out to offer practical 

recommendations for both clergy and laypersons to thrive in the midst of pastoral 

changes.129 While undergirded with good theology, they spend a great deal of time in 

dealing with the very small details that go along with every change of local church 

leadership.  

Their approach is very comprehensive. The authors seek to help local church 

laypersons who are in leadership as well as clergypersons in transition. The thrust of their 

argument is that there is a right way for a pastor to go about leaving the church, for a 

church to re-orient itself in the interim, and for both the pastor and church to start well 

together. They preach that going beneath the surface of the existing congregation, to 

uncover norms, expectations, and unwritten processes, can be so helpful to the long-term 

health of the church. From their research, they have found that, 

The beginning of a new pastorate offers an opportunity for a congregation to 

discover and examine its unwritten practices as part of the process of introducing 

the congregation to the new pastor.130 
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In making recommendations for churches and pastors to start well, they 

recommend that lay leadership, after a process of discernment, shares their expectations, 

first. This is a top priority. The authors have also found that the way the church welcome 

the new pastor is very similar to the way they welcome any visitor or new member; these 

forms of hospitality are very connected. They suggest that, 

welcoming a new pastor offers an opportunity for the congregation to examine its 

hospitality practices and determine whether it needs to strengthen its ways of 

extending a welcome.131 

They offer five tasks for every clergyperson to engage in order to say farewell in a 

healthy manner. These are very helpful. Borrowing from and adding to a set of 

termination tasks first proposed by John Fletcher for terminally-ill patients, they 

recommend: taking control, getting affairs in order, letting go of old grudges, saying 

thank you, and explaining the reasons they are leaving.132 This last item has been 

significant in my ministry, as I have seen these ongoing hurts to laypersons extend into 

the arrival of the new clergyperson when this task has been undertaken by the previous 

pastor. They also recommend that a new pastor becomes a lover of the congregation and 

a historian before implementing any significant changes.133 

However, a couple of aspects of their works prevent it from being a must-read for 

today’s United Methodist clergy or local church leaders. First, every example in their 

work deals with churches who are in call systems. There is no reference to structures or 

systems in which clergypersons are sent or appointed. This is a significant gap in how 

much of this book can be applied to United Methodist or similar structured local 
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churches. Additionally, though compiled in 2003, many of the chapters are based on 

much earlier work. Some of their advice is based upon research and articles from the late 

1970s. While the landscape of churches in American society has changed significantly in 

the past forty years, their work remains helpful today.  

 Comparing a pastoral exit to the stages of grief developed by Kubler-Ross, the 

Alban Institute has found that how well the previous pastor leaves plays a significant role 

in how well the next pastor can arrive. They write, 

certain termination emotions were found to be central to the transition experience. 

Alban discovered the congregations that had not experienced a good termination 

process retained unresolved issues when the new pastor arrived. Sometimes a 

congregation was incapable of accepting new pastoral leadership; in such cases 

the new pastor became an unintended interim who left soon afterwards, frustrated, 

hurt, and disappointed.134  

 Similarly, the length of tenure is a factor. Pastors once moved every two years and 

the congregation stayed; today the members of congregations are transient and pastors 

need to stay longer to provide long-term stability for the church. Old paradigm: pastors 

move, people stay – new paradigm: members move, pastors stay.135 

Leadership versus Authority 

As noted earlier, there is a fine line between the important task of leading well 

and the broken notion of dominating through power. Henri Nouwen believes that there is 

a mutuality between teacher and student and says, 

no real teaching can take place unless there is a student who searches, that no 

learning can happen unless there is a Master who offers himself [sic] to his 
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student, and no new insights develop unless they come from a source which 

transcends both teacher and student.136  

He believes that the origins of learning are not found with the teacher, or those 

possessing content or wisdom, but with those who are seeking. He proposes that the first 

task of the religion teacher, the audience he was addressing through the Union Seminary 

Quarterly, is to create a space for others to become aware of their own doubts, 

insecurities, pains, and suffering. He believed such an awareness was the early stages of a 

person’s life quest.137 Thus, for Nouwen, the teacher (or preacher) does not naturally hold 

some authority over the students. A second task is that of offering oneself as a partner in 

the students search for meaning. Finally, Nouwen speaks about the vulnerability required 

of those called to teach when he says, 

To be a teacher is to disclose through your own person this mystery of God. The 

recognition of this mystery does not solve our problems or answer our questions, 

but it leads us closer to the source of all life and all love.138 

Each of the tasks turns talk of authority inside out, replacing it with the language of 

mutuality and vulnerability. 

The upside down nature of authority versus real leadership is seen and described 

in the secular world of leadership, too. Heifetz, Linsky and Grashow, writing about 

adaptive leadership in the changing world, believe that authority and leadership are not 

synonymous.  
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Exercising adaptive leadership is radically different from doing your job really, 

really well. It is different from authoritative expertise, and different from holding 

a high position in a political or organizational hierarchy.139 

They go on to say that,  

By practicing adaptive leadership beyond authoritative management, you risk 

telling people what they need to hear rather than what they want to hear, but you 

can also help your organization, community or society make progress on its most 

difficult challenges.140 

 Egon Zehdner says, “How we deal with change differentiates the top performers 

from the laggards. But first we must know what should never change. We must grasp the 

difference between timeless principles and daily practices.” Heifetz, Grashow and Linsky 

go on to point out that, “most sustainable change is not about change at all but about 

discerning and conserving what is precious and essential.”141  

Vision: Pastor or People 

 As alluded to earlier, there are a variety of perspectives on the role that the pastor 

plays in terms of casting vision. The Rev. Emanuel Cleaver, noted earlier, sees the pastor 

as being the primary, if not exclusive, point person in the process of discerning and 

disseminating God’s vision for the local congregation. He paints just a picture saying, 

“The leader’s primary responsibility is to look at the current situation — peer out the 

train windows at the landscape around us — and to envision with God where we ought to 

go.”142 
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 Similarly, Michael Foss is certain that discerning vision is the primary role of the 

pastor of any congregation. For Foss, this happens apart from any collaboration of the 

congregation. Vision will inspire others who choose to follow, but there is only limited 

space for others in the process of discerning mission or some core values; the vision is 

primarily the task of the pastor. He writes,  

Twenty-first century churches look to their leaders for vision. Vision does not 

emerge from a people but is shared from the leader to the people. Once the leader 

has shared the vision with the people, they will decide whether they will follow 

the vision.143 

His ideas on vision are contrary to the work of Will Mancini, and others, who see a role 

for the people in seeking God's vision for a local congregation, alongside clergy and 

staff.144 Having gone through Mancini’s process for discerning and framing God’s vision 

for the local church, I can say that it relies heavily on the work of the people to be 

accomplished. 

 Offering a nuanced word from the middle, Edwin Friedman believes that vision 

starting within the leader, but being connected to his/her people, as well. He writes, 

A leader must separate his or her own emotional being from that of his or her 

followers while still remaining connected. Vision is basically an emotional rather 

than cerebral phenomenon, depending more on the leader's capacity to deal with 

anxiety than his or her professional training or degree.145 

Spiritual Direction 

 Henri Nouwen believed it was perfectly normal for persons to reach out to others 

for help in conversing and relating to God. As one who helped expand the understanding 
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of spiritual direction as a task and service within the church, he wrote extensively about it 

in his later years. Nouwen writes that it is a move away from being absurd, which has at 

its root the same word for being deaf, to being obedient. To be absurd is to “remain deaf 

to the voice which speaks to us in our silence.”146  

When we are really committed to moving away from an absurd life towards an 

obedient life, we have to keep listening in a very personal and intimate way to the 

word of God as it comes to us through the Scriptures.147 

Obedience, on the other end of the spectrum from being absurd and deaf, literally is the 

opposite: with its Latin root coming from the word audire, which listening.148 The 

movement from one to the other happens through the three disciplines offered to the 

believer: the discipline of the Church, the discipline of the Book, and the discipline of the 

heart.149 It is especially within this last discipline that we need direction; “We are very 

susceptible to self-deception and we are not always able to detect our own fearful 

games.”150 

 Surprisingly, this encouragement to seek the guidance of others also comes from 

an unexpected place: Harvard Business School. Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow write,  

Leading adaptive change is a long process. You need confidants who will remind 

you why you are throwing your energy at an ongoing effort and who bear the 

emotional weight with you so you do not feel like Sisyphus, pushing the boulder 

relentlessly up a hill yourself. Confidants can take the form of close friends, 

family members, consultants, coaches, or therapists. They help you distinguish 

your role from yourself and tell you when you are falling into a default mode of 
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operating that will not help advance your purposes. They can also help you 

overcome some of those hard-to-manage, hard-to-master hungers.151 

Inner Practices: Spiritual Disciplines 

 Henri Nouwen wrote for the journal Leadership, “Once you have made the choice 

to say, “Yes, I want to follow Jesus,” the question is, “What disciplines will help me be 

faithful to that choice.”152 While a word that carries with it a number of meanings and 

varied connotations, for Nouwen, discipline in the life of a follower of Jesus meant “the 

effort to create space in which God can act.”153 He finds within one passage in Luke 

6:12-19 the movement from solitude, in discipline, to community and finally to ministry. 

For Nouwen, solitude was vital, “because it’s the place in which you can listen to the 

voice of the One who calls you Beloved.”154 He speaks with experience, as one who has 

lived it, that the embrace of the Beloved allows each person to deal with the enormous 

pressure of success and staggering weight of failure, both of which would attempt to 

rewrite our stories.155 The reorientation of solitude points us back to community and from 

there we are sent out to serve, which Nouwen calls ministry. He writes, 

Ministry is something that you have to trust. If you know you're the beloved, and 

if you keep forgiving those with whom you form community and celebrate their 

gifts, you cannot do other than minister.156 
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Nouwen believes that the inner disciplines connect us so deeply with the grounding of 

our identity in God, that we have nothing but to begin sprouting upward and growing 

outward. 

 Richard Foster’s contribution, Celebration of Discipline, offers a primer on the 

practices that help any Christian to stay grounded in their sense of identity. Divided into 

three sections, it gathers the practices of the Church into inward disciplines, outward 

disciplines, and corporate disciplines.157 Foster seeks to offer a fresh and updated concept 

to the very word "discipline," by recasting it in a spiritual framework. Brilliantly 

capturing the essence of the tension set up by the modern call to resonate with the 

rhythms of the world, he calls the reader to think beneath the surface level, explaining, 

“The doctrine of instant satisfaction is a primary spiritual problem. The desperate need 

today is not for a greater number of intelligent people, or gifted people, but for deep 

people.”158 These are available for everyone, “not only for 'spiritual giants' but for 

ordinary human beings: people who have jobs, who care for children, who wash dishes 

and mow lawns."159 Yet, their value to clergypersons living in the tension of serving the 

people and staying true to God are without equal. 

 The church believes that God has clearly offered a variety of practical methods 

for listening to and speaking with God. Such ideas are grounded in the belief there is 

more to the created order of the world than is available to our bodily senses. As Richard 

Foster shares, “The classical Disciplines of the spiritual life call us to move beyond 
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surface living into the depths. They invite us to explore the inner caverns of the spiritual 

realm.”160 

 Foster lists, within the inward disciplines, meditation, prayer, fasting, and study. 

The second section, outward disciplines, speaks of simplicity, solitude, submission, and 

service. Here the practitioner sees the manifestation of the inward disciplines reflected in 

outward behavior; these disciplines are shown in one's attitude toward material 

possessions, in inner peace, denial of self, and looking for ways to serve others. Finally, 

the third section includes confession, worship, guidance, and celebration as the corporate 

disciplines of the Church.  

Spirituality in Church Leadership 

 First introduced to spirituality being connected to leadership in the 1990s, Don 

Zimmer has spent the last two decades researching ways to help local congregations 

integrate their current practices in administration with a Christian call to see the presence 

of God. With a background in leadership as an officer in the United States Air Force, 

time spent as a civilian in the same industry, and finally a career working with churches, 

Zimmer is uniquely qualified to have this conversation.161  

 In reality, managing the regular affairs of the church inevitably competes for the 

space that committees and groups of leadership need to take to develop their own practice 

of listening to God. At the very same time that more and more people in the world of 

business are seeking meaning in their work, leaders in the church should do the same. 

Zimmer returns to the Old Testament for evidence of this consistent problem in the life of 

                                                           
160 Ibid. 

161 Zimmer, Donald E., Leadership and Listening: Spiritual Foundations for Church Governance, 

(Herndon, VA: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2011). 



85 

 

 

 

God's people. He points out, "the ancient Hebrews' troubles stemmed from not listening 

to God, not from their system of government."162  

 Zimmer outlines a vision for church governance from the Scriptures. He believes 

the church is called to be servants, to be blessed by difference, to be the image of Christ 

in the world, to embrace unique gifts of the spirit, to be grounded in salvation by grace 

through faith, to recognize the need for Sabbath, and to see their place in a highly 

interrelated world.163 He advocates for corporate spiritual discernment, where leadership 

spends time in prayer and is open to the Holy Spirit beyond just strict expectations of a 

Yes or No response.164 

 Zimmer defines spirituality for church governance, "to mean the common desire 

for wholeness that people in the church and in the business world say is missing from 

their corporate lives."165 This is somewhere in between the narrow definitions of spiritual 

practices in the church, and more defined than the business world's broad seeking of 

meaning.  

 There are very few critiques of Zimmer's work other than a reference to one he 

mentions; boards of leadership in local churches are so out of touch with the concepts 

that he is espousing that resistance is nearly overwhelming. As he shares, they could talk 

of being a servant, but couldn't actually stay with any image, other than top-down 

structure, for very long. 166 In a way, any critique of Zimmer's work, so grounded in 
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listening to God and the very record of God's people from the Scriptures, is closely 

aligned with the same critique people have had with divine direction for governance 

throughout history; people do not want to hear about prayer, patience, spiritual practices, 

or anything that might reduce their place of power or position. This is not a critique of 

Zimmer, but of his audience, myself included. 

Taking Care of Yourself 

 Furthering the observation that much of the prevailing wisdom in cross-

disciplinary leadership writings is applicable to leadership in the local congregation, 

Heifeitz, Grashow and Linsky close out their early publication on adaptive leadership 

with a section dedicated to “taking care of yourself.” Their counsel includes the need for 

leaders to give themselves permission to be both optimistic and realistic, to find 

sanctuaries where they can reflect on events and gain perspective, to reach out to 

confidants, to bring more of their emotional selves to the workplace, and finally for 

leaders to not lose themselves in their roles.167 I hear the echo of the Apostle Paul’s 

admonition, “Don’t be conformed to the patterns of this world, but be transformed by the 

renewing of your minds so that you can figure out what God’s will is—what is good and 

pleasing and mature.”168 

 Michael Foss also writes about self-care in a chapter on the pastor leaning on 

grace. He covers exercise, diet and sleep. For him, this increased awareness of his own 

body’s needs came during a nine-month stretch of dealing with an illness that doctors 
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were not able to diagnose.169 He moves from discussing care for the outer body of the 

church leader to a section on managing emotions. He adds, 

Leaders can experience a range of emotions. Some of them can be 

overwhelming.... Others can come in moments and times when it is not possible 

to fully experience them. Leaders are familiar with the sudden onset of anger or 

pain in moments when we cannot share them. Managing our feelings includes not 

just naming them to ourselves, but also choosing how and when we deal with 

them.170 

Returning to the Scriptures 

 Self-care goes deeper than the body or mind. Consider the story captured in the 

Gospel of Matthew about a mother seeking a special place from Jesus for her two sons, 

James and John. He does not grant her request, but tries to redirect her understanding of 

what the Kingdom of God is about. It goes on to say, 

Now when the other ten disciples heard about this, they became angry with the 

two brothers. But Jesus called them over and said, “You know that those who rule 

the Gentiles show off their authority over them and their high-ranking officials 

order them around. But that’s not the way it will be with you. Whoever wants to 

be great among you will be your servant. Whoever wants to be first among you 

will be your slave—just as the Human One[c] didn’t come to be served but rather 

to serve and to give his life to liberate many people.171 

JD Walt wrote in his daily devotional for September 15, 2016 that,  

There is a way of being “here to serve” that comes out of our brokenness and is 

actually more of a co-dependent way of dealing with our anxiety and shame. It’s 

less serving and more “people-pleasing,” which is yet another one of those broken 

strategies we use to prop our false self up. At the root of this scenario is the lack 

of a sense of identity founded on being loved by God and feeling worthy of love 

from others.172  
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His reflection captures one of the perspectives and struggles on service in the church that 

exists at the heart of this research. There is a line, often very narrow, between service out 

of a true calling from God and activity that is more oriented toward the affirmation that 

only soothes our false sense of identity. This tension is found throughout the Bible. What 

begins with good intentions morphs into something less through pride, laziness, self-

deceit, fear or greed. Truly, the list of causes is without limit. 

 Servant leadership in the name of Jesus demands from those who aspire to such a 

path a vigilant intentionality on the underlying motivations and foreign forces that are 

constantly creeping into the heart through our own fallen nature. Here Jesus’ words 

choosing wisely when divergent paths arise are applicable to our topic: 

Go in through the narrow gate. The gate that leads to destruction is broad and the 

road wide, so many people enter through it. But the gate that leads to life is 

narrow and the road difficult, so few people find it.173 

 

Section 4: Employing appropriate Research Methods 

 From the outset of this research, my desire has been to find the practices that 

allow pastors to remain and grow in the awareness of God’s love for them, while serving 

within the expectations of the local church. It is a topic that is critical for me and one that 

has surfaced in conversations other clergypersons for years, as well.  

Soon after deciding what topic to pursue, each researcher must determine what 

method or combination of methods will best achieve the gathering of relevant 

information to enlighten the process of discovery. Mary Clark Moschella expounds on 

Jennifer Mason’s Qualitative Researching in developing four puzzles which researchers 
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are trying to solve.174 Using that language, I am approaching this as a hybrid puzzle that 

includes three of her categories. In studying how an incoming pastor is ability to stay 

grounded in his/her identity while also learning, engaging, and living into the 

expectations of the people they serve, I am engaging a Causal/Predictive puzzle, that is 

also Comparative, between the experiences of laypersons and clergypersons, and 

Developmental, in studying how expectations are shaped by transition and culture.175 

What impacts a clergyperson’s ability to avoid the temptation to pursue the loving 

affirmation of the congregation over and against remaining grounded in his/her inherent 

identity as the Beloved of God? I intend to engage in an ethnographic study that would 

use a variety of research tools, including an auto-ethnographic aspect that considers my 

own role in the emerging relationship of pastor and congregation as well as interviews 

with congregational leaders and other United Methodist clergypersons within South 

Georgia.  

 Further, I want to be aware of how generational differences, as well as gender 

differences, affect the conversation. Finally, I also want to be aware what my own 

presence, as both researcher and pastor, has had on the project and seek to identify 

assumptions and biases that might be present as a result. 

Consideration of the Institutional Review Board 

 Protection of persons within the bounds of the research is the intent of the 

standards of the Human Subjects Socio-Religious Research Policy of Columbia 

Theological Seminary. It rightly expresses that beyond just the requirements of social 

                                                           
174 Moschella, 57-62. 

175 Ibid., 60-61. 
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science, our faith as followers of Christ raises the expectation that we are mutually 

accountable to each other.176 This project is aware of the high calling of protecting 

persons and the ways that the Institutional Review Board (IRB) helps researchers uphold 

those. The methodology of this project was submitted to Dr. Tribble for preliminary 

review and it was deemed that going before the IRB was not necessary. In particular, the 

formal IRB review is not necessary for  

“Research conducted by DMin or DEdMin students in their ministerial sites that 

does not reveal confidential information, does not identify individual subjects or 

participants, and does not carry any potential risk of harm.”177 

People and (Data) Points 

 Studying congregations requires the adoption of a perspective that is different 

than the norm, as Scott Thumma points out by saying, “one of the best ways to gain this 

perspective is to disrupt your ‘taken-for-granted’ perception of the congregation.”178 The 

nature of this project, in particular its emphasis on the particular season of transition into 

a new appointment, affords me the chance to leverage the steep learning curve and 

relative unfamiliarity for good.  

First, before arriving to serve Bonaire UMC in June 2015, I studied available 

artifacts related to my newly assigned congregation.  Specifically, going back through the 

statistical tables of the Journals of the South Georgia Conference offered a fascinating 

and helpful look into the incremental changes in membership, ministry, expenses, giving 

                                                           
176 Columbia Theological Seminary, “Human Subjects Socio-Religious Research Policy: October 

2013,” p. 3. accessed on September 17, 2016,  

http://www.ctsnet.edu/files/documents/Human_Subjects_Research_Policy_October%202013.pdf. 

177 Ibid. 

178 Thumma, Scott, “Methods for Congregational Study,” in Studying Congregations: A New 

Handbook, Nancy Ammerman, Jackson W. Carroll, Carl S. Dudley, William McKinney, eds. (Nashville, 

Abingdon, 1998), 198. 
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and a host of other metrics. I recorded these alongside the names and lengths of service of 

the pastors who served the church, in order to begin to formulate my own hunches about 

what I learned of their respective leadership styles with movements down and up in the 

various measures of church vitality. Appendices 1 and 2 , referenced earlier, contains 

some of the data that have been gleaned from such gathering work. After data gathering, 

begins the work of ‘content analysis,’ examining the recorded artifacts of the 

congregation.179  

 Second, as I shared earlier, I set out to listen and learn from leaders and members 

of the congregation to become acclimated to the culture and climate of the church in my 

earliest days. One of the intentional ways this happened was through listening sessions 

with lay leaders within the church. Our conversations included a written survey intended 

to stimulate our conversations together (see Appendix 3). Sitting down with these leaders 

helped me to listen and learn. 

 Third, census data was also one of the sources of information that I used to help 

understand the local context of Bonaire and Houston County. This enabled me to see the 

changes in the larger community and consider them along the statistical timeline 

developed from the church’s internal data. The South Georgia Conference subscribes to 

the services of MissionInsite, a for-profit company that offers real-time information and 

analysis on the United States populations for local churches and denominations.180 

 Finally, I used my own experiences of being a pastor in transition as a part of the 

research process. This method, known as autoethnography, is an “approach to research 

                                                           
179 Ibid., 210. 

180 "About Us: Mission and Vision," MissionInsite, accessed September 16, 2016, 

http://missioninsite.com/about-us/mission-vision. 
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and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze personal experience in order 

to understand cultural experience.”181 Using both experience, autobiography and the 

research gained through the methods of ethnography, it is both process and product. I 

very much resonate with the process that Ellis, Adams and Bochner describe when they 

suggest that autoethnography includes “’epiphanies—remembered moments perceived to 

have significantly impacted the trajectory of a person's life, times of existential crises that 

forced a person to attend to and analyze lived experience, and events after which life does 

not seem quite the same.”182 The use of this method, as with any other, introduces pitfalls 

of which to be aware. The ‘relational concerns’ of describing the interactions with people 

through real and sensitive issues with regard must be treated ethically.183 In describing 

the moments that brought me to decide upon this topic, and those experiences that helped 

shape my understanding of the context of serving this local church, I was careful to 

protect the privacy of people by altering characteristics such as circumstance, topics 

discussed, or characteristics like race, gender, name, place or appearance.184 In addition 

to the protection of others, another significant aspect of ethnography is the challenge of 

reflexivity. I have been intentional, throughout, to consider the ways that my role impacts 

the trajectory and outcome of the research as well as the way that the very topic of 

arriving as a pastor affects me as I pass through it (see more in Section 5).  

                                                           
181 Ellis, Carolyn, Tony E. Adams and Arthur P. Bochner, “Autoethnography: An 

Overview,” Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, [S.l.], v. 12, n. 1, 

Nov. 2010. ISSN 1438-5627, accessed September 17, 2016, http://www.qualitative-

research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1589/3095. 

182 Ibid. 

183 Méndez, Mariza, “Autoethnography as a research method: Advantages, limitations and 

criticisms.” Colombian Applied Linguistics Journal, 15(2), 279-287, accessed September 17, 2016, 

http://www.scielo.org.co/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0123-

46412013000200010&lng=en&tlng=en. 

184 Ellis, Adams and Bochner. 
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Interviews of Clergy and Laity 

The crucial method for studying the expectations and challenges on clergypersons 

in the season of transition was the use of qualitative interviews. Beyond numbers or 

changing trends over time, this research is about the opinions, feelings and expectations 

of the people in local churches, and the pastors who serve alongside them. Interviews 

provide the most intimate and revealing look inside people’s experience as they share 

about being in and serving through the body of Christ, the local church. 

From the outset, protecting the identities of the men and women I interviewed was 

important. I took steps to carry this out, including the use of the Consent Form developed 

in tandem with Dr. Jeffery Tribble (see Appendix 4). In it, they are informed that the 

interview would be recorded and I would be taking notes, which could be used as quotes 

in my research. However, I would be using a pseudonym to protect their identity. The 

consent form, read over and signed at the beginning of each interview, also explained that 

they could stop the interview at any time, that they may withdraw their contributions at 

any time through the process of research and writing, up to publication, and that any 

questions they might have could be directed to the project supervisor, Dr. Tribble, at the 

contact information that was included.  

 Each interview was very similar in its setting and procedure, though no two were 

identical. The interviews took place in a variety of settings, as noted in Figure 4. Each 

interview took place with other persons nearby, including the meeting on the back porch 

of my home, which took place in the evening when the use of my office at the church 

would not have provided other persons in close proximity. I recorded the audio of each of 

the interviews using my smart phone, which sat between us while we talked, but one of 
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the twelve recordings was not a success: 

the device stopped recording shortly after 

the interview started, probably when a 

notification came in and I accidently 

stopped recording at the same time I was 

canceling the notification. In addition to 

the audio-recording, I took written notes 

that allowed me to scribble notations in the 

margins about significant quotes that needed to be captured or connections with thoughts 

of other people. 

 Wanting to capture both trajectories of the intersection of the people’s 

expectations and the pastor’s own sense of calling and identity, I proposed to interview 

both people within the Bonaire UMC and other pastors serving local congregations in the 

South Georgia Conference. I set out to interview five of each, lay and clergy. After 

interviewing two pastors and two members of our church in the first week, I realized that 

the answers were far-ranging, beyond the suppositions I had made before starting. I 

decided to expand my interviews to six persons in each category. I found support for such 

an amendment of my plans in a comment by Moschella when she offers the wisdom that, 

“ethnographic research tends to evolve and shift as you engage it. You discover surprises 

and roadblocks along the way, so you have to stay flexible and creative and willing to let 

go of your first ideas if need be.”185 Beyond just the number of persons chosen, lays the 

question of who is being chosen. Among the methods for considering the sample to be 

                                                           
185 Moschella, 61. 

Figure 4

Pseudonym Location of Interview

Brent J Restaurant

Samantha S Online/Facetime

Brandon B His Office

Sue D Online/Facetime

Allen J His Office

Steve M Restaurant

Evelyn T My Office

Greg C Restaurant

Guy D My Office

Wendi T My Home

Mike B My Office

Lucy C Restaurant
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studied, “purposive sampling is a technique widely used in qualitative research for the 

identification and selection of information-rich cases for the most effective use of limited 

resources.”186 Different than opportunistic or theoretical sampling, to be purposeful is to 

seek to maximize limited resources of research by selecting persons for interviews that 

are particularly knowledgeable about a topic while also encompassing a broad set of 

possible characteristics from the larger population. Within this method of sampling, I 

chose laypersons and clergypersons using the method “maximum 

variation/heterogeneous purposive sampling,” where persons were selected to provide a 

diverse range of cases relevant to the unique perspectives of lay and clergy in churches 

who are receiving new pastors.187  

 I sought laypersons to participate in interviews who represented the broad 

characteristics of our congregation. I wanted the pool of persons to vary in age, in years 

of membership/participation in our church and in gender. While the diversity of our 

congregation does not match that of our surrounding community, I was intentional to 

include some of the diversity in the research sample here. I compiled ‘facesheet’ 

information gathered from the persons directly, with other information gathered through 

church membership and annual conference records. Figure 5 shows the results of the 

                                                           
186 Palinkas, Lawrence A., Sarah M. Horwitz, et al., “Purposeful Sampling for Qualitative Data 

Collection and Analysis in Mixed Method Implementation Research,” Administration and Policy in Mental 

Health and Mental Health Services Research 42, No 5 (November 2013), accessed September 17, 2016,  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258315317_Purposeful_Sampling_for_Qualitative_Data_Collecti

on_and_Analysis_in_Mixed_Method_Implementation_Research.  

187Crossman, Ashley, “Understanding Purposive Sampling: An Overview of the Method and Its 

Applications,”  About Education, accessed on September 17, 2016, http://sociology.about.com/od/Types-

of-Samples/a/Purposive-Sample.htm. 
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sampling. 

 

 I sought to achieve similar results in the purposive sampling of the clergypersons 

I sat down with for interviews. I was able to meet with a diverse group of clergy along 

the lines of gender, age, ethnicity, years of service. While I did not consider the number 

of appointments that each person has served during the process of creating a potential 

sample group to contact, I am including it here, as well. As noted earlier, the clergy of 

South Georgia Conference are predominantly male and white. While the trends upward 

for women are significant they are modest, at best, for persons of color over the past 

couple of decades. In 1989, twenty-five years prior to the most recent conference 

statistical records, the number of clergywomen in South Georgia was 19, comprising 3% 

of the total 599 back then, versus their 15% share in 2014. Similarly, in 1989 the number 

of non-white persons serving in South Georgia was 24, a 4% share of the total, only 

Figure 5: Layperson Interviews

Pseudonym: Evelyn T Pseudonym: Greg C

Gender: Female Gender: Male

Layperson/Clergy: Layperson Layperson/Clergy: Layperson

Age Range: late 60s Age Range: mid-30s

Ethnicity: White Ethnicity: White

Length in Bonaire UMC: 21 years Length in Bonaire UMC: 4 years

Pseudonym: Guy D Pseudonym: Wendi T

Gender: Male Gender: Female

Layperson/Clergy: Layperson Layperson/Clergy: Layperson

Age Range: early-50s Age Range: mid-20s

Ethnicity: White Ethnicity: White

Length in Bonaire UMC: 2 years Length in Bonaire UMC: lifetime

Pseudonym: Mike B Pseudonym: Lucy C

Gender: Male Gender: Female

Layperson/Clergy: Layperson Layperson/Clergy: Layperson

Age Range: mid-50s Age Range: late-20s

Ethnicity: White Ethnicity: African-American

Length in Bonaire UMC: 22 years Length in Bonaire UMC: 6 years



97 

 

 

 

slightly lower than the current 6.9% of the total in 2014. Figure 6 shows the persons 

interviewed for this project, with relevant information included. 

 

Once persons had been selected for interviews, I turned my attention to what form 

the interviews should follow and how the questions would flow within that form. I chose 

a semi-structured approach, in order to focus on broad topics while maintaining the 

freedom to allow the interviewee to move in and out of specific questions while giving 

feedback. By and large, all of the questions asked were of a similar wording and would 

be used from person to person. In the semi-structured format, the researcher is able to 

follow up with interviewees’ replies, can vary the order of questions and even vary the 

wording of questions. This is different than quantitative research where, “none of these 

things should be done, because they will compromise the standardization of the interview 

Figure 6: Clergyperson Interviews

Pseudonym: Brent J Pseudonym: Brandon B

Gender: Male Gender: Male

Layperson/Clergy: Clergy Layperson/Clergy: Clergy

Age Range: early-30s Age Range: mid-60s

Ethnicity: White Ethnicity: White

Time in Pastoral Ministry: 2 years Time in Pastoral Ministry: 37 years

Number of Appointments: 1 Number of Appointments: 10

Pseudonym: Samantha S Pseudonym: Sue D

Gender: Female Gender: Female

Layperson/Clergy: Clergy Layperson/Clergy: Clergy

Age Range: early-30s Age Range: early-40s

Ethnicity: White Ethnicity: African-American

Time in Pastoral Ministry: 12 years Time in Pastoral Ministry: 12 years

Number of Appointments: 4 Number of Appointments: 4

Pseudonym: Allen J Pseudonym: Steve M

Gender: Male Gender: Male

Layperson/Clergy: Clergy Layperson/Clergy: Clergy

Age Range: late-40s Age Range: mid-50s

Ethnicity: White Ethnicity: White

Time in Pastoral Ministry: 26 years Time in Pastoral Ministry: 28 years 

Number of Appointments: 4 Number of Appointments: 9
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process and hence the reliability and validity of measurement.” 188 I wanted to be flexible 

and able to adjust the emphases in the research as a result of new threads or concepts that 

emerged in the course of any one interview.  

Leaning on the language and concepts encountered within my literature review, 

both within the stream of spirituality espoused by Henri Nouwen and those from 

congregational leadership, I began to script out possible questions that would help draw 

each person I was sitting with closer to their own experiences around the arrival of 

incoming pastors within local churches. I wanted to engage the women and men I was 

meeting with around core topic areas, so I began listing out questions and organizing 

them in order for the conversation to flow reasonably well. I was also careful to use 

language that was easily understood, avoiding language of the academy or seminary, and 

would be received as relevant to the people I was interviewing. Finally, I revisited 

questions to make them open-ended while avoiding leading questions. I really appreciate 

Steinar Kvale’s nine types of questions that Bryman expounds upon. My interviews 

relied on a combination of most of these: 

o Introducing questions: open-ended questions to begin, often about background 

o Follow-up questions: asking for more details on an answer 

o Probing questions: following up what has been said through direct questioning 

o Specifying questions: seeking clarity around a person’s response to a topic 

previously introduced 

                                                           
188 Bryman, Alan, “Chapter 15: Interviewing in qualitative research,” Social Research Methods, 

2nd edition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), accessed September 19, 2016,  

http://www.comp.dit.ie/dgordon/Podcasts/Interviews/chap15.pdf, 314. 
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o Direct questions: work well at the end, in order not to influence the direction of 

the interview too much 

o Indirect questions: in order to ascertain the individual’s own view  

o Structuring questions: that move to new topics  

o Silence: allow pauses to signal that space to reflect and amplify previous answers  

o Interpreting questions: asking them to explain what they mean189 

Before meeting for the first interviews with laypersons and clergypersons, 

respectively, I formed interview guides to use as a prompt for me as interviews were 

progressing. Shaped by my reading of relevant literature, along with my own experiences 

as a pastor who has transitioned into new appointments, I developed questions that were 

appropriate to my topic. I wanted to learn about what roles they expected a clergyperson 

to fill within the local congregation, and to describe some of the characteristics they 

expected from that person. I, also, asked about trust and some of the practices that 

increase trust between the people and the pastor. The guide I used for my six interviews 

with laypersons from the Bonaire UMC can be found in Appendix 5. 

I then altered the questions for the interviews with clergypersons. I sought to 

engage clergypersons around the challenges of being in transition. After an opening 

question that prompted them to think through some of the places they have served and 

moves they have made, I asked about their understanding of the various roles they play 

within the larger context of pastoral leadership. I then asked about their experiences of 

disconnection, when the roles they felt called to did not align with the expectations of the 

congregation they were serving. This led into engaging them to talk about the places and 
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sources that they draw upon to undergird or bolster their own sense of identity. While 

asking specifically about the language of being the Beloved of God, I was intentional to 

make room for their varied responses to how they frame and talk about their identity in 

Christ. At this point, I asked about the practices that help them stay grounded in their 

self-selected sense of identity. Appendix 6 shows the guide I used for those semi-

structured interviews. 

 I was able to complete the interviews, twelve in all, in the span of twenty-three 

days. The next steps in dealing with the completed research took significantly longer. I 

initially began reading through my notes of the interviews, which ranged from three to 

five hand-written pages from each of the twelve interviews. These days of immersion 

helped me to become oriented around where each interview went, and prepared me for 

the crucial period of sorting the data into themes or threads, from which I would begin to 

weave a larger story.190 Though the sample of persons I sat with included diversity across 

a number of measures, the process of immersing myself with the data at first led me to 

consider using grounded theory to organizing the findings, instead of slicing the results of 

the interviews along any of the various measures, i.e. age, length of service in ministry, 

gender. However, I kept returning to my own predictions that the data would show a 

pattern of practices that clergy would employ for staying grounded in their identity and 

calling, which pulled my method for organizing the data back to a combination of both 

inductive and deductive reasoning.191  

                                                           
190 Moschella, 168-170. 
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 Eventually, I moved in and out of reading large sections and coding individual 

sentences, around themes, to find the larger narrative that the interviews were telling 

around what it means to arrive well and live into both the expectations of the people and 

the calling of God. As a visual learner, I found it very helpful to begin charting the data I 

had gathered through the qualitative interviews, which allowed me to see some of the 

data through a quantitative lens.192  

 

Section 5: Report of Data Gathered 

 “Different is beautiful, God bless variety,” were the lyrics of a song we sang in a 

ministry with special-needs adults in Fayetteville. It was a wonderful revealing of God’s 

goodness and beauty at that season of ministry and remains true today.193 If any person 

wants to learn, quickly, how unique and different their own personal experiences and the 

opinions formed by those experiences are, simply sit down and ask someone else what 

they think. From the very first two interviews, I realized that my own predictions and 

expectations going into this research would be pushed upon and stretched far beyond the 

bounds of my own experiences. The findings from the twelve interviews, six with 

laypersons and six with clergypersons, that are presented here offer a look inside the lives 

of both clergy and the congregations as a new pastoral appointment in a local United 

Methodist congregation happens.  

 

 

                                                           
192 Ibid., 175. 

193 Marsh, Donald Stuart and Richard Kinsey Avery, Different is Beautiful, Hope Publishing 

Company, 1974. 
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A Reflexive Epiphany 

In some ways, the first two interviews offered a wonderful contrast and 

comparison to each other and to my own assumptions. Within the span of a few hours, on 

the first day of interviews, my hunches of how the interviews would go, and specifically 

how strongly correlated each pastor’s responses would be for any topic, were upended. I 

was genuinely surprised and challenged.  

 As noted earlier, I started the project with an intentional effort to be reflexive 

about my gender, race, and position as pastor in arranging how the research would be 

carried out. It was in this moment that I realized that this would be a dynamic process: 

changing in each interview and turn along the way. I was struck that my presuppositions 

about who might say what and what themes might appear, though mostly unconscious or 

not formally captured, would be proven too narrow. When the first two clergypersons 

interviewed, both within the span of three hours, answered exactly the opposite of my 

assumptions, based on their years of service and background, I knew there were layers of 

my own projections that I had not yet identified.  

 After the initial interviews, I sought to be more aware of my own answers to the 

questions, not wanting to telegraph those through my presence in the conversation, in 

order to allow their own voice to be most clearly heard. This was not always easy. In 

listening back through the audio recordings, I found myself occasionally interrupting the 

person, turning it into more of a two-way conversation than an interview.  

 Each interview, even through to the last one completed, would reveal another 

perspective. Interviews with laypersons within my congregation proved to be particularly 

thought-provoking, as I lived into the role of pastor as reflexive researcher. When they 
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spoke of transitions, they were doing so in the presence of the pastor to most recently 

arrive. I would use humor in attempt to disarm potential anxiety about speaking openly, 

but sometimes it was inevitable that my presence impacted where the conversation would 

go.  

 The interviews with laypersons were moving, in each instance. I was touched by 

how vulnerable each person allowed themselves to be, sharing their frustrations and 

dreams. Moschella wrote of this, saying “It is amazing how much people will share with 

you, especially if you ask as one who is a fellow sojourner in the life of faith rather than 

as an expert trying to prove a point.”194 In one instance, one layperson recalls the joys of 

growing up in this congregation while another shares the heartache they’ve felt in other 

places because of confidences broken. It is with fear and trembling I think back on the 

high calling that brings us so close to others, in this role as pastor. Listening as 

ethnographer who is first pastor, is difficult.  

An Immediate Contrast  

I sat down with the Reverend Brent J and the Reverend Brandon B, separately, 

within the span of about four hours. While both are white males, in many ways their 

experiences could not be more different at this point in their ministries. Sitting across 

from Rev. Brent, I was engaging someone who was serving as a pastor for the first time. 

Though he had worked in a couple of local churches as a layperson, he completed 

seminary just over a year ago and is at the very early stages of service. The Rev. Brandon 

B, on the other hand, is serving in his fourth different decade of ministry and started 

college nearly twenty years before Brent was even born. Brandon has served ten churches 
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at this point in his career and shared that he expects his current appointment to be his last 

before retiring, though that might be some years away. 

 When I asked the Rev. Brent J about the language of being God’s Beloved, as it is 

outlined within the New Testament and especially used within the Gospel accounts of 

Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration, he immediately responded that God is not always 

pleased; he touched upon a sense of guilt over past choices and mistakes. He says, 

When I think back to the narrative of the voice speaking. . . and knowing that (in 

my life) probably God is not always well-pleased, is kind of interesting. It is both 

humbling and also the weight and the burden is lifted. We have a heavy 

responsibility and yet God called us Beloved, too. It lessens the anxiety that, I 

think, sometimes comes from ministry.195 

For him, the title and concept of being the Beloved lifts a burden. He is able to naturally 

flow into practices that he has used in the transition into pastoral ministry to support his 

own connection to his calling. He immediately answers Sabbath.  

It has been awesome to practice Sabbath in a way I have not before. To know that, 

“Yes I am a minister,” but if God rests in the Creation narrative, then it is OK for 

me to rest, too. I feel when I am faithful to that, when I am obedient to taking 

Sabbath, I am more refreshed and focused when it comes to beginning the next 

week.196 

He goes on to list his practice of lectio divina, which he describes as slowing down in 

order to stay grounded, as one protection from reading Scripture for only what he wants it 

to say or only to turn around and then teach from. Finally, he lists his own investment in 

relationships, particularly those outside of the church he is serving, as one of the ways 

that God has helped him in the transition. He specifically named relationships he has kept 

with friends from seminary and maintains through the use of social media, using the 
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Slack app, as a key part of it. He says, “Slack is just another tool of being relational.” He 

says of his friends 

During transition, things aren’t the same. We are figuring out things. So, to be 

able to express concerns and cares, and solicit prayers with one another is helpful. 

. . . I couldn’t make the transition in two days. I needed to know it was OK to 

spread it out.197  

 The Rev. Brent J shared some of his experiences and used some of the same 

language that I had come to appreciate on my own journey in ministry, though I am 

further along in terms of years or churches served. Sitting down with the Rev. Brandon B 

in the very next hour, though, provided quite a contrast. When asked about how the 

language of Beloved fits within his sense of identity, he shared, “Yes, it resonates, but I 

don’t know that I sit around feeling my specialness. While I guess in my head or my 

heart, whichever, I don’t live in that state of being purely the Beloved.”198 He goes on to 

suggest that he does not find an easy resting place along the spectrum of being loved by 

the people or being the Beloved of God. He heard from my opening description of my 

title and topic some either/or language and did not believe he associated himself with 

either pole. The conversation then toured through a number of different scriptural 

passages, as possible sources of identity, before he landed upon 1 Peter 2:9-10, which he 

cites back in large portions. It says, 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people who are 

God’s own possession. You have become this people so that you may speak of the 

wonderful acts of the one who called you out of darkness into his amazing light. 

Once you weren’t a people, but now you are God’s people. Once you hadn’t 

received mercy, but now you have received mercy.199 
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He goes on to say, “Because, that whole passage, over the years of my ministry, has 

resonated. There is no asset that I, myself, bring to the table that is worth anything.” His 

own academic background, through high school, was marked by a low sense of esteem 

around his own abilities. Crediting a college professor who was committed to turning that 

around for every student in his class, he goes on to mirror this passage from 1 Peter 2 

when he says, “If it were not for the grace of God, or the adoption of God, I wouldn’t be 

here today.” He closed out this portion of the interview saying, “I feel more at ease within 

my skin than ever before, because I trust God more, I guess, and I don’t think about (the 

past) as much.”200 Finally, talking through his own previous educational journey, the 

ways he discerned his career, vocation and this place of greater awareness and peace, he 

reached back to a truth found within the story of the Exodus. He paraphrased from 

Exodus 13:17, which says, “When Pharaoh let the people go, God didn’t lead them by 

way of the land of the Philistines, even though that was the shorter route.” For the Rev. 

Brandon B, God has used the longer route to help achieve God’s purposes. 

The Intersection of Identity and Expectations 

 In a real sense, the very essence of the tension between being loved and God’s 

Beloved is based upon my working assumption that the expectations of the congregation 

do not always line up with the clergypersons’ own sense of calling and perceived gifts 

and graces. This foundational hypothesis is widely corroborated by the interviews 

conducting in this project research. No two persons gave identical, or really even 

somewhat similar, responses to questions around their expectations of what the 

congregation expects of the pastor. Combined with the responses of the six pastors 
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themselves, there is a significant range of roles or functions to be lived into. I believe that 

this is a question that probably knows no bounds in regards to possible unique responses. 

If I were to ask one hundred and twelve people, instead of twelve, I would most likely 

receive one hundred and twelve unique responses. I am considering adding the 

quantitative element of surveys, in the future, as I continue to carry this work forward 

beyond the scope of this project.  

 Every layperson has a different opinion about what role the pastor should play 

within the congregation, as noted in Figure 7. The responses were scattered across the 

facesheet categories, listed 

in Figure 5 (gender, age, 

ethnicity, length of time at 

Bonaire UMC). No two 

persons had identical 

responses, and no two 

persons even framed their 

responses in similar ways 

(language, organizing, etc.). 

Mike B had a good time 

jesting about people expecting the pastor to be a Holy Man and a Super Christian, yet 

admitted he there was some level of truth in the humor. Wendi T, a young adult who has 

grown up in the church, really describes an incarnational understanding when she says:  

To know the congregation. To build relationships with the people and not just be 

someone who is preaching at me on Sunday mornings. To become someone who I 

could come to with anything and to be someone I consider a friend. Someone that 

Figure 7

What roles do expect for the pastor of a local 

congregation to fill? #

interpret Scriptures to preach, teach, share 5

leadership 3

healthy personal relationships (self, parent, children, etc.) 3

shepherd 3

know me and love me 2

mentor 2

don't expect visitations, but others do 1

develop relationships 1

delegator 1

leader of worship, sacraments, rituals (priest) 1

counselor 1

cultivator (language of farming) 1

our Holy Man [sic] 1

don't expect 24/7 presence 1

someone who is prepared 1
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is going to guide me, if I need that. I guess, to be whatever it is that the particular 

person needs. 201  

Here, again, is the perspective of the pastor potentially being something for every person. 

Sitting as a pastor, listening to this thread within their comments, it was burdensome to 

hear expectations described this way. She finds that this that serves her well. I realize my 

presupposed answers were not hers. Yet, in their own ways, each layperson was capturing 

some of the truth from the literature around church leadership, especially in the Wesleyan 

tradition, being oriented towards people. Wendi T continued on and describes a mutuality 

that must occur between the pastor and the people, saying, “But, in order to do that you 

have to get to know people. So, as a member, if I expect that, then I also must be trying to 

build that relationship.”202 

   It is fascinating to consider what was said and was not said. Five of the six 

laypersons included the traditional role of ‘preacher’ in their responses. This is certainly 

understandable and in line with Pulpit and Pew research stating, “Regional judicatory 

executives and senior staff interviewed report that most search committees say they want 

a pastor who is a gifted preacher.”203 Interestingly, none of the six laypersons research 

here placed a heavy emphasis on visiting. Evelyn T, the oldest of the laypersons 

interviewed, specifically said she, “Doesn’t personally want a visiting pastor, but others 

do.”204 The younger persons interviewed went even further with responses that indicated 
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202 Ibid. 

203 Lummis, Adair T. “What do lay people want in pastors? Answers from Lay Search Committee 

Chairs and Regional Judicatory Leaders,” Pulpit and Pew: Research on Pastoral Leadership, Spring 2003 

(Duke Divinity School), 7. 
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other more traditional concepts or tasks. Lucy C also believes that office hours are not as 

critical as execution of congregational vision. On that topic, Lucy C says:  

[office hours] are not helpful, most of the time. When you try to put certain 

restraints on a role, you hinder it. When you talk about vision, you can definitely 

hinder the vision being carried out. If we want a shepherd, then office hours 

cannot be put on that. ‘I’m only going to shepherd between the hours of 8:30 to 

4:30?’205 

Instead of limiting a pastor to a certain place and time, she expects for the pastor to be 

“someone who prepares.” She provides a rich and varied description of pastoral 

preparation as follows: 

That could be physically preparing yourself, by taking care of themselves, by 

resting. That could be spiritually preparing. Knowing they do spend time in the 

word, they do spend time in prayer. They do spend time around other people. I’ve 

seen a lot of people, pastors, who’ve gotten into trouble because they don’t have 

other people or peers to bounce ideas off of, because they don’t have those 

relationships. I think this is a part of being prepared.206  

She is capturing the essence of Foster on the discipline of guidance when he says, 

“Individual guidance must yield to corporate guidance. There must also come a 

knowledge of the direct, active, immediate leading of the Spirit together.”207 

 Another way that facesheet variables come through in the responses about the 

expected roles of pastor is around gender. In looking over the notes, the three males 

structured their responses in bullet-point fashion, while the three females in longer, 

connected sentences that seemed to try and explain more of their ideas. For Wendi T and 

Evelyn T, though they range more than three decades in age, their conceptual description 

of a pastor, living among the people, is more relational than task-driven. Wendi opened 

                                                           
205 Lucy T, Interview with Layperson, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 22, 2016. 
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with “to know the people.”208 Evelyn T responded, “The overall thing, I think, is just to 

love me, however that might play out.”209 As seen above, Lucy C does not believe the 

pastor’s role should be hindered by tasks, but instead she seems to be speaking from a 

deep place of trust. This will come up later. 

 The responses of the laypeople are very enlightening when compared against the 

responses of clergypersons 

when they are asked what 

they think laypersons are 

expecting, presented in 

Figure 8.  The Rev. Steve 

M, who has served nine 

different local churches in 

twenty-eight years of 

ministry, says,   

I think different churches have different expectations. I think in the smaller 

churches, and in the more rural settings, they really just expect you to be with 

them and love them and accept them for who they are and to kind of pat them on 

the back in their theological understandings. (Where I serve now) they are less 

expecting for me to be there in every way, and instead expect a lot more 

administrative overseeing of the organization. And, something more open to more 

challenging theological sharing, rather than affirming what they already 

believe.210 

He went on to suggest that, in his experience, this has less to do with church size than 

location (rural versus urban).211 

                                                           
208 Wendi T interview. 

209 Evelyn T interview. 

210 Steve M, Interview with Clergy, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 26, 2016. 

211 Ibid.  

Figure 8

What roles does your local congregation expect for you 

to fill? #

ordering the life of the church (administrator) 2

preacher 2

serve the members of the church (chaplain) 2

leader of worship, sacraments, rituals (priest) 2

mba (mop bucket attitude) of getting things done 1

love them and be present with them 1

theologian in residence 1

don't expect 24/7 presence 1

teacher 1

prayer 1

counselor 1
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 The potential for fit, or conflict, arises in the moment that the expectations of the 

congregation are placed in proximity to the roles by which the pastor is serving the 

people. In Figure 9, we hear pastors speak to their own personal sense of gifting and 

calling, as they share the roles that they fill in the local congregation. The list includes 

both traditional tasks — 

priest, preacher, teacher and 

counselor — but also 

includes much broader 

concepts that defy narrow 

definitions. And, the use of 

either type did not break 

along lines of gender, as 

noted above; both 

clergywomen and 

clergymen spoke using traditional terms and broad images.  

 Reaching back to where he has come to understand his role in ministry, the Rev. 

Brandon B says draws from 1 Corinthians 12, 

I really resonate with the whole concept of the body of Christ. We are 

individually members of it. We all have our gifts and graces that have been given 

to us by God. We cannot sign up for it, we cannot pick it or choose it. We cannot 

say, ‘We’ve been called to a certain thing,’ without the ratification or 

confirmation of the church. It is when we all put our gifts and graces into the mix 

for the common that the Kingdom of God worships. I am real clear that I am not 

the head of the body, Jesus is the head of the body, but I have a role to play. Part 

of that is trying to get them in the right places to serve: encouraging them, 

equipping them and empowering them. So that they can experience the fulfillment 

that comes from serving God in that sweet spot that God has reserved for you. To 

Figure 9

How do you understand your role as a pastor of a local 

congregation? #

shepherd (pastor) 3

leader of worship, sacraments, rituals (priest) 3

ordering the life of the church (administrator) 3

preacher 3

serve the members of the church (chaplain) 2

teacher 2

steward, serving in the place of the owner 1

gardener/vineyard-keeper 1

sender of people out to serve in the community 1

personally reach out to community 1

counselor 1

advocate 1

offer presence of Christ 1

offer spiritual direction 1

love them and lead them 1
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have that faith expanded, because they see God do things that they didn’t think 

they could do.212 

When asked about their role as pastor of a local congregation, many of the clergy 

described their ministry as taking place outside of the membership, as well. The Rev. Sue 

D, serving in her fourth appointment in twelve years of pastoral ministry, says, 

I think my role is, of course, to reach out to the members of the congregation, but 

it is also to reach out to the community. We cannot stay behind the four walls. 

The Great Commission is to go and make disciples and how to go and where to 

go, to be effective. So, that has definitely been the challenge to us. . . . My role is 

to serve the people, within and without, and to be the hands and feet of Jesus as 

much as we can.”213 

Yet, the Rev. Brent J, just getting started a little over a year out of seminary, discerns that 

his role is larger than the local church. Right after he opens with his role being to, 

“Preach the word, deliver the message of God to the congregation in a way that is both 

informative, but practical, in a way that they can apply it to their lives,” he then includes 

that it is also to “help the local congregation to connect with the community in a new way 

that they are not already doing.”214 Larger than a title, he believes we “are on a mission 

from God,” laughing and commenting that he sounds like a character from the Blues 

Brothers. But, he also grounds his role in sending people out in the fact that Jesus sent 

people out.215  

 After thirty-seven years of service to local churches as an Elder in the United 

Methodist Church, the Rev. Brandon B speaks about his understanding of the ministry 
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without mentioning any of the traditional tasks. Instead, he shares three broad images, 

rich with biblical depth and references: 

Shepherd is a strong image for me. I don’t see shepherding as a passive role. Most 

of the time there is caring for the flock, knowing the flock, anticipating the needs 

of the flock and guiding the flock. In one biblical image I use a lot is shepherd, 

another would be the image of steward, in the best sense of the word. You are not 

just a caretaker, but are trying to do what the owner of the vineyard would do if 

the owner of the vineyard were there. In the parable of the talents, I just don’t 

want to bury the talent and hold and be able to give to the next person the same 

thing I got when I got here. Whether we are being successful or not, I want to take 

some risks and stretch myself and the congregation to be the people God has 

called us to be.216  

Finally, he closes with something that, early in his ministry, was shared with him by a 

mentor: the language of “cultivation, planting, watering and weeding.” He says, 

A part of that is to realize it is a slow process for a lot of what we do. You’ve got 

the full spectrum that someone else planted seeds that you are now seeing 

breaking forth and you are to do whatever is needed to help it to the greatest 

abundance. And there are seeds we are planting now that we won’t see anything 

come from.217   

 In striking harmony with the expectations outlined by many of the laypeople, the 

Rev. Allen J, who is serving as pastor at only the fourth local church in his twenty-six 

years of ministry, shares that he has found, 

Love them and lead them, has been a big part of the way I’ve thought about my 

work. Being present during struggles — hospital visits and offering pastoral care 

— those liminal times build trust and relationship. You can capitalize on both in 

what they’re willing to try personally and corporately.” It is about, “Loving 

people so that they sense that you really have their best interests at heart.”218 

He goes on to summarize what pastors are trying to do, saying, “We are trying to build 

trust and then capitalize on that trust, both for the institution and the pastor.” 
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 On the clergy side of this conversation, there seems to be a marked difference in 

how the role of pastor is described. In comparing the three persons interviewed who have 

served over twenty-five years, versus those three who have served less than thirteen 

years, the younger clergy speak more about narrow tasks, while their elders seem to have 

integrated narrow tasks into broad images and understandings. Yet, each of them gives 

many answers, as can be seen in Figure 10. Despite the movement of specialization in 

many corners of culture and 

industry, these clergypersons 

still envision their own 

ministry to be more 

generalized. This is dilemma 

facing clergy, as found within the literature research, of staying on track.  

Disconnection is Bound to Occur 

 In the world of mathematics, two lines are bound to intersect on a flat plane, 

assuming they are not running parallel with each other. Yet, nothing in the world of 

church or ministry is as simple as a flat, two-dimensional plane. A fundamental question 

of this research, prompted by my own experiences and searching, is about the moments 

of disconnect, when the congregation’s expectations and the pastor’s own sense of calling 

do not easily meet. The clergypersons interviewed found this an easy topic on which to 

speak, though the framework with which they responded varied. The Rev. Steve M 

named it, when he directly replies, “I think the simple answer is what happens is conflict. 

Figure 10

Number of unique responses to the question, 

"How do you understand your role as pastor…?" #

The Rev. Brandon B 6

The Rev. Sue D 5

The Rev. Steve M 4

The Rev. Samantha S 4

The Rev. Brent J 3

The Rev. Allen J 3
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Because, I have not met their expectations and I also get frustrated that their expectations 

are what they are.”219  

 The Rev. Sue D speaks about the specifics of disconnect between her 

understanding of her role and the congregations’ expectations in her context. She shared 

that many of her members are involved in social organizations in their community and 

they want her to be present. She has declined some of these invitations, explaining that 

she feels, “When I say present in the community, I mean as a servant-leader in Jesus.” 

She goes on to say sometimes it is No and sometimes it is a compromise.220  

 Some of the responses move past experiences directly to naming the causes and 

offering cures for the disconnection between pastor and people. The Rev. Samantha S, 

serving in her fourth appointment in South Georgia in twelve years of service, believes 

that disconnects between clergy and church, particularly in the UMC method where 

clergy are sent through the making of appointments by the Bishop and Cabinet, occur 

because the local church has not spent enough time discerning what role they prioritize 

and what expectations they need to name and make clear. She says, “lots of churches 

have not had the opportunity to have conversations. Committees and groups need more 

prompting to listen and learn.”221 Similarly, the Rev. Brent J offers some approaches for 

the inevitable disconnect between pastor and people. He says,  

I’ve had to be clear about what I do. This is what I do. Not in a ‘You’re wrong’ 

way, but in clarifying. I think one of the ways is to be gentle. Sometimes the 

gentle approach is the better way. . . . So, in the teaching and the preaching, those 

roles they are already familiar with, to emphasize those roles that they are not as 

comfortable with,” 
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as he again returned to his own ecclesiology that the church is to be sent out into the 

world, even if that is not always comfortable.222  

 When thinking through the disconnect that is bound to happen between the pastor 

and people, and is especially more likely following a transition in appointed pastoral 

leadership, the Rev. Brandon B speaks about the vacuum that exists as one clergyperson 

exits and the other one arrives. He suggests that some of the disconnect happens when 

other people struggle with the immediate absence of present leadership. Beyond just the 

vacuum, “part of it is personality, as people feel challenged by our styles being so 

different.”223  

 Like the extensive writings found within the literature stream of pastoral 

leadership on arriving well, one of the undercurrents throughout the interviews has been 

the explicit and implicit narrative thread that pastors must be themselves and not mimic 

their predecessor or change into some alternate identity proposed by individuals within 

their local congregation. The Rev. Allen J says that transition has a lot to do with who 

you follow. He acknowledges that his style has probably caused some resentment 

because of his unique engagement with tasks in the church as compared to his 

predecessors. “Style or effectiveness, makes you a hero in some people’s eyes or the goat 

in others’.”224 He believes that who you follow matters, though being who you are is even 

more significant. The laypeople are aware of the potential for both to be causes for 

conflict or trouble. Evelyn T says, 

There is always a disconnect. There just is. There was a disconnect for Jesus, 

when people said ‘I am not listening to you.’ There were people trying to kill 

                                                           
222 Brent J interview. 

223 Brandon B interview. 

224 Allen J interview. 



117 

 

 

 

Jesus, and he was the Son of God. I think what has to happen is, there is a little 

period that some people call the honeymoon period, but it is not the honeymoon 

phase; it is more like the shopping for a bargain phase. People say, ‘I like this 

about Scott and I don’t like this about Scott’. . . . You have to figure out what 

your gifts are in regard to soothing the waters of the disconnect and then 

admitting to yourself that there are just some people that you cannot please, no 

matter what.225  

I propose that she is describing a belief that each pastor is to be true to himself/herself. 

She agreed,  

As a Methodist minister, you have a call. You have your gifts. You have, we 

believe, been placed her at Bonaire at this point in time for a reason. It is a reason 

that we may see now, it is a reason that some of us might never see because we 

are old. It is sort of like Paul saying, I don’t care who gets the glory. Some people 

plant, some people water, and some people get to eat the wheat that others 

planted.226 

Below the Surface: Characteristics that Build Trust 

 Beneath the images of intersecting lines of people’s expectations and the pastor’s 

own sense of calling is something less concrete but foundational: trust. Even if both 

parties listed identical sets of roles or expectations, a lack of trust creates disconnect that 

is just as real, though often harder to pinpoint or identity. 

 Laypersons were asked, beyond roles or tasks, what characteristics did they 

expect a pastor to have. The results in Figure 11 show the wide-ranging responses. A 

good work ethic would make the list in a lot of professions and a role model for others 

certainly seems appropriate for someone working in a church, but having a sense of 

humor might not be expected to top the list of necessary characteristics for pastors 

serving local congregations. What could be the cause of that? I think it is one measurable 

way of determining if a person is both approachable and not arrogant. A number of the 

                                                           
225 Evelyn T interview. 

226 Evelyn T interview. 



118 

 

 

 

responses can be expected: 

reliable, able to keep 

confidences, mature, honest 

and a person of integrity.  

 Beyond just 

navigating expectations, a 

pastor’s ability to lead and 

influence is also impacted 

by these characteristics. 

Lucy C listed the 

importance of being aware or discerning, and said,  

“I am more likely to get on board with someone who is truly in touch with what is 

going on around them. It is not always rainbows and sunshine, but it is not always 

a hurricane, either. There are some people who are clueless to what is happening. . 

. . I feel like that if you can see what is happening and be able to read a situation, 

for me as a follower, that creates a level of trust.227 

 In what was a revealing exchange, Mike B said, “When people, right or wrong, 

hold the preacher to a higher standard. They expect him to be a holy man and if he is not, 

it is wrong.” He goes on, to say, “You’re supposed to be a super-Christian. Without sin. I 

mean, I am joking, but I am not.”228 Though, Evelyn T speaks to a similar understanding 

of the pastor being set-apart, offering,  

I think while the Methodists believe that every person is a priest and we each hear 

God, you (pastors) have special training that I do not have. . . . And so, I expect 

you to interpret the Scriptures for me. I may not agree with your interpretation or I 

                                                           
227 Lucy C interview. 

228 Mike B, Interview with Layperson, interviewed by Scott Hagan, August 31, 2016. 

Figure 11

As a layperson, what characteristics do you expect a 

pastor to have? #

sense of humor 3

good work ethic 3

role model for others 3

reliable 2

integrity 2

honesty 2

Spirit-led (obedient to God) 2

trustworthy with confidences 2

self-awareness 1

mature 1

humble 1

family man [sic] 1

super Christian 1

good communicator 1

loving 1
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may need to let it sit with me for a while, but it is something I think pastors forget 

that people are really waiting to hear the Word of God from them.229  

These comments echo the work of Don Zimmer, summarized earlier, on bringing 

spirituality into local church leadership. 

What Pitfalls to Avoid 

 Flipping the proverbial coin over from what characteristics are hoped for, the 

converse is also helpful: what are the pitfalls to avoid in order to maintain trust? Figure 

12 shows the responses of the laypersons asked this question. At the top of the list, named 

by four of the six persons 

interviewed, is the 

temptation found within the 

title of this research 

project.230 As referenced 

before, the immaturity of 

trying to become someone 

else, was also mentioned by 

more than one person. 

Every item on the list has 

the potential to be very damaging to relationships, and particularly to the dynamic of 

pastor and people in the local congregation. Any of these can set a clergyperson back and 

have the potential to create an environment that eventually becomes unsustainable, 

prompting a request for a change of appointment. Interestingly, the list does explicitly 

                                                           
229 Evelyn T interview. 

230 It is certainly possible that hearing the title at the outset of the interview planted that seed. 

Figure 12

As a layperson, what pitfalls do you think a pastor should 

avoid in order to keep trust? #

tempted to be liked 4

trying to be someone else 2

not grounded in the Word of God 2

arrogance 2

lack of tending own relationship with God 2

changing everything (too quickly) 1

too worried about numbers 1

tempted by money 1

tempted by power 1

lack of self-awareness 1

self-awareness 1

lack of self-care (abusing alcohol) 1

trying to do too much 1

not reliable 1

breaking confidences 1
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include criminal acts; laypersons are answering the not-so-obvious pitfalls that are just as 

damaging to the perceptions of what it means to serve the people of God. 

Being God’s Beloved 

 Found repeatedly in the New Testament, the language of being God’s Beloved is 

offered as a place of peace in an otherwise stormy world. It is not something that every 

person hears and is a concept even more difficult to stay grounded within. The very 

practice of Christian spirituality includes the awareness that you are seeking to embrace 

something that cannot be held onto. As was shared with me, Henri Nouwen believes that 

one of the core identities and understandings of what it means to be human is to be the 

Beloved of God. He writes,  

Yes, there is that voice, the voice that speaks from above and from within and that 

whispers softly or declares loudly: “You are my Beloved, on you my favor rests.” 

It certainly is not easy to hear that voice. . . .231 

 Clergypersons were asked about sources they draw from in support of their own 

sense of identity and calling 

and were there passages or 

moments from the 

Scriptures that bolster them 

in their ministry? Figure 13 

represents their responses.  

 The Rev. Samantha 

S said that, in addition to 

always reading multiple 

                                                           
231 Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, 27. 

Figure 13

Where do you (as a clergyperson) go to re-orient yourself 

back toward your identity in God? #

Scriptures, as a whole 3

Scriptures, specific sections/passages 3

my own personal call story 2

relationships with other clergypersons 2

through the practice of ministry itself 2

theology of Creation 1

language of being God's Beloved 1

reading, something other than the Bible 1

Holy Spirit 1

listening to music 1

God speaking through members of the local church 1

self-reflection 1

balance between being and doing 1
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contemporary books at any one time, she is regularly pointed back to the Christ hymn 

from Philippians 1:5,  

Therefore, if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort in love, any 

sharing in the Spirit, any sympathy, complete my joy by thinking the same way, 

having the same love, being united, and agreeing with each other. Don’t do 

anything for selfish purposes, but with humility think of others as better than 

yourselves. Instead of each person watching out for their own good, watch out for 

what is better for others. Adopt the attitude that was in Christ Jesus. . . .232 

She went on to explain that she hears this passage applying to her ministry, her 

relationships, her conversations within them and, even, her marriage.  

 It was expected that the Scriptures would appear in this list; five of the six named 

passages that help them stay grounded. There are other references to concepts and themes 

from the Bible, as well. 

Figure 14 present the 

passages from the Bible that 

clergypersons listed as 

helping them to stay 

connected with God’s 

calling in their lives. The 

Rev. Steve M says,  

My theology is really rooted in Creation. I am much more of a Creation 

theologian than I am a Christologist. At my truest, I find my real identity as one 

that God created. It is kind of my Ebenezer that I keep raising on days when I feel 

(not worthy).233  

                                                           
232 Philippians 2:1-5 

233 Steve M. interview. 

Figure 14

Passages of Scripture that are significant in staying 

connected to your calling and identity. #

Isaiah 43:1 - you are mine, I know you 2

Philippians 2:1-5 - same mind as was in Christ 1

Genesis 1 and 2 - God made humanity in God's image 1

1 Corinthians 12 - we are the body of Christ 1

1 Peter 4:8-11 - you are a chosen race 1

(references to Shalom/peace) 1

Matthew 22:34-40 - Great Commandment 1

Gospels use of Beloved language 1

2 Timothy 1 - Paul's encouragement to young Timothy 1

Ephesians 4:12 - purpose was to equip people to serve 1
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Yet, turning to the Scriptures does not provide some invisible force-field against low 

moments and dry places, to borrow from the language of the Old and New Testaments.234 

He goes on to confess, “I struggle. It is so funny, because I always feel the need and am 

wanting to help others with their identity when I could probably use a lot of help on my 

own.”235 

The Obstacles to Staying Grounded 

 In line with the earlier topic of pitfalls for clergypersons to avoid, clergypersons 

were asked about what obstacles could keep them from living as God’s Beloved. Figure 

15 shows their responses. 

When asked about obstacles 

to staying grounded, the 

Rev. Brent J, serving in his 

first year as a pastor of a 

local church said,  

You don’t know 

who people are and 

what sort of position and voice they hold within the congregation. You are trying 

to be aware and size people up a little bit, and kind of be your best self to 

everyone. Even though you may be pushing in some places that are not your 

strong suit. Trying to do too much for too many people and not getting 

acclimated, organically.236 

He connects the fact that, in transition, the pastor not knowing everyone leads to them 

being tempted to try to do too much for everyone. He continues, 

                                                           
234 Davis, Diane K., The Arid Lands: History, Power, Knowledge, (Cambridge, MIT Press, 2015), 

36-37. 
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236 Brent J interview. 

Figure 15

As a clergyperson, are there obstacles to staying 

grounded in your sense of identity as God's Beloved? #

too worried about metrics/numbers 2

always saying Yes to requests 2

not observing the Sabbath 2

arrogance/ego 2

inappropriate need to be loved (people-pleaser) 2

fear of losing your job 2

busyness 2

transition (the way our system works) 1

allowing congregation to break boundaries 1

not being raised with that mentality 1
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I don’t think our job is to do everything. Because, we cannot. It means we are not 

doing things well. I am of the thought that whatever we do, we need to do the best 

we can. And, if that means limiting myself on what I know I can do, so I know I 

can do it well, I would rather do that. . . . This is harder in transition. You move in 

on Wednesday and on Sunday you are preaching.237 

All of this resonates with the internal challenges inherent to leaders, outlined within the 

literature research. 

Practices to Stay Grounded 

 When asked if there is greater need for the intentional practices of staying 

grounded during a transition to a new place, the Rev. Sue D offers, without hesitation, 

"Good God, yes."238 So, what are clergypersons doing to stay connected to the identity 

God has uniquely shared 

with them? I asked the 

pastors I interviewed what 

practices they used to 

remain grounded. Figure 16 

shares their responses. 

Prayer tops the list, which is 

in line with the literature 

introduced earlier from writings on pastoral leadership, especially as it relates to 

transition. Richard Foster wrote of the matter, “Of all the Spiritual Disciplines, prayer is 

the most central because it ushers us into perpetual communion with the Father.”239 The 

                                                           
237 Ibid. 

238 Sue D interview. 

239 Foster, Richard J., Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, 25th Anniversary 

Edition. (PerfectBound, 2003), 33, accessed October 5, 2016, 

Figure 16

Practices for Clergy Staying Grounded, as identified by 

Clergypersons #

prayer 4

observing Sabbath 4

studying scripture 2

relationships outside the local church 2

testing things with trusted advisors 1

lectio divina 1

daily devotional time 1

vacation out of town 1

forgiveness 1

being present with the people (of the church) 1

observing the daily office 1
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Rev. Allen J, “Prayer has a strong emphasis in Scripture and praise. My first inclination 

to pray is always a thank you. It is a gratitude place that resonates with me.”240  

 Keeping the Sabbath, mentioned frequently in the literature, was also listed as 

important to most of the clergy interviewed. The Rev. Samantha S believes this truly 

means taking time off. She has felt the temptation to be home from the office, but still 

busy at work in her mind or efforts. She added that physically going away also aids in 

disconnecting from work and vocational ministry.241 The Rev. Allen J defines Sabbath as 

a gift that is,  

“an identity apart from performance and what we produce. In my mind, there is a 

line between excellence and performance because that is what God and the church 

in the world deserves to see and it not being about my value is what I produce. . . . 

(It crosses the line to think) I am only worthy because I hit whatever the mark is. 

The work of the church and the Kingdom deserves excellence. It is in response to 

the grace.242 

 The Rev. Brent J speaks to the value of practicing spiritual disciples consistently, 

something he has not achieved, especially during the transition he went through in his 

move last summer. He remembers thinking, during transition it is so easy to say,  

“I am going to be put everything normal on pause and just get my systems going. . 

. . Keeping those practices through transition, when I did keep them, it seems to 

put some of the administration aside for the moment and really my calling and 

remember why I am here. I think it flavored the rest of my day.243 

                                                           

http://www.goyourownway.org/GOYOUROWNWAY/DOCUMENTS/VETERANS/PENDING/Celebratio

n%20of%20Discipline%202%20PER%20PAGE.pdf. 

240 Allen J interview. 

241 Samantha S interview. 

242 Allen J interview. 

243 Ibid. 
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 I asked laypersons about the practices that they thought clergypersons would use 

to stay grounded, and their 

responses matched up very 

well with those given by 

their clergy counterparts. In 

Figure 17, we see that nine 

of the thirteen responses that 

were offered by the 

laypersons match up very 

closely with those of the 

clergy. The four that are left out included reading something other than the Bible, asking 

questions, professional development and for a clergyperson to work on his/her self-

awareness.  

Laypersons Need Grounding Also 

 Engaging 

laypersons on how they 

stayed grounded, I asked 

them to describe some of 

the places, literal or 

figurative, where they go to 

re-orient themselves back to 

God. They offered an 

impressive list, seen in Figure 18. Their responses showed an ability to reflect on their 

Figure 17

Practices for Clergy Staying Grounded, as 

identified by Laypersons #

prayer 4

reading, something other than the Bible 1

ask questions 1

professional development 1

work on self-awareness (know yourself) 1

connect with the Holy Spirit 1

studying Scripture 1

meditation 1

solitude 1

cultivate identity outside of the local church 1

relationships outside the local church 1

stay connected with friends from previous places 1

testing things with trusted advisors 1

Figure 18

Where do you (as a layperson) go to re-orient yourself 

back toward your identity in God? #

Sunday School 3

table group 2

college-ministry 2

relationships with close friends 2

prayer 5

reading and meditating over Scripture 4

listening through other people 2

listening to music 1

serving outside the church through outreach ministry 1

worship 2

listening to sermons online 1

reading, something other than the Bible 1
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own sense of agency within the larger community of faith. Not surprisingly, they showed 

an awareness of staying balanced in their own sense of identity, as found within the 

literature. 

Summary of the Presented Findings 

   As mentioned 

previously, all of this data was 

captured over the course of three 

weeks in August 2016 through 

twelve interviews, including six 

laypersons form the Bonaire 

UMC and six clergy serving 

United Methodist churches in 

South Georgia. As noted 

previously in Figure 4, the locations of the interviews varied. I have presented the data 

through a blend of direct quotes, a few instances of paraphrasing, and a large collection 

of charts that gather together their words and render them back in something of a quasi-

quantitative form. The data has been kept and in a combination of hand-written notes and 

audio files, as tallied in Figure 19. The selected methodology proved to be extremely 

helpful in hearing from both clergypersons and laypersons, as they shared their 

experiences and the wisdom gleaned from lives spent in the local church. Though not 

necessary for this project, I would like to use these findings to create a survey that could 

be of further help in studying practices that clergypersons use to stay grounded, for the 

purpose of sharing with clergy and members of local congregations.  

Figure 19

Pseudonym Notes (pages) Length of Audio (mins)

Brent J 3 62.11

Samantha S 4 3.49

Brandon B 3 59.58

Sue D 3 35.02

Allen J 3 36.06

Steve M 5 48.56

Evelyn T 4 53.01

Greg C 3 35.41

Guy D 3 45.18

Wendi T 3 46.39

Mike B 3 47.38

Lucy C 3 45.36

TOTAL 40 517.55
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 The research has overwhelmingly supported the thesis that clergy, transitioning 

into new pastoral appointments in local congregations, are greatly helped by the 

consistent practice of spiritual disciplines in order to stay connected to their identity in 

God. While the uniqueness of every person shines through in their responses and 

perspective, broad themes also emerge. Disconnect, on some level, happens in every 

move and with every person; the very nature of living amongst those we are sent to serve 

while also being in relationship with the One who made us, creates a tension that results 

in conflict, both interior and exterior. Laypersons identified a number of obstacles to 

staying grounded: the temptation to be liked, trying to be someone else, not being 

grounded in the Word of God, arrogance, and lack of tending their own relationship with 

God. Similarly, clergypersons listed as obstacles worry about metrics/numbers, always 

saying “yes” to requests, not observing the Sabbath, arrogance/ego, inappropriate needs 

to be loved, fear of losing their jobs and busyness. On the contrary, spiritual disciplines 

are seen, by both laity and clergy, as critical to maintaining a sense of identity in the 

midst of external expectations. Prayer was viewed by both groups as being most 

important, with reading the Scriptures and maintaining relationships outside the church as 

other noteworthy practices. Of the many roles that clergy fill, they most resonated with 

shepherd or pastor, leader of worship, sacraments and rituals as priest, ordering the life of 

the church as administrator, and preacher. These lined up closely the roles listed by 

laypersons, with nearly every layperson mentioning the importance of the clergyperson 

interpreting Scriptures through preaching, teaching, and sharing.  
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Section 6: Interpretation and Implications 

Writing to the church in Corinth, Paul the Apostle is addressing a local 

congregation and leadership struggling to be in the world and not of it. Repeatedly and 

tragically succumbing to the pressures of the culture surrounding them, his letters intend 

to point them back to what they already know. He offers himself as model for this 

ministry of remembrance, when he references the tradition that he received and is now 

passing onto them.245 Despite their offenses, he does offer them praise, “because you 

remember all my instructions, and you hold on to the traditions exactly as I handed them 

on to you.”246 Failure to hold onto our 

core memories is especially more likely 

during seasons of change, whether that be 

transitioning through the wilderness of 

Sinai or transition into a new pastoral 

appointment. 

Walter Brueggemann has suggested one of the ways to understand the sins of the 

church is through her inability to hold onto her memory. He likens reconnecting believers 

back to the community as “forgetters made rememberers.”247 There is something 

powerful in realizing that much of what we need, we already possess. It is equally 

challenging, for such a realization also points to the reality that, like those early 

                                                           
244 Weems, Leadership in the Wesleyan Spirit, 59. 

245 I Corinthians 11:23 

246 I Corinthians 11:2 

247 Brueggemann, Walter, Biblical Perspectives on Evangelism: Living in a Three-Storied 

Universe (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 73-91. 

“At no time does the leadership position 

become anything other than a trust from 

the larger community. Leadership exists 

on behalf of and for the sake of 

community.”244  

- Rev. Dr. Lovett Weems 
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Christians in Corinth, whatever missteps we have made and whatever alternative route 

we have chosen, the blame rests squarely on us.  

What power do we possess to overcome our own choices? The Prophet Isaiah 

declares that God will answer those who cry out. He proclaims, “If you stray to the right 

or the left, you will hear a word that comes from behind you: “This is the way; walk in 

it.””248 

I believe that the implications from the research around congregational 

expectations, pastoral understanding of calling and identity, and the conflict that can arise 

when those compete for primacy, can be developed into a framework from our own 

memories. 

We are Bread 

In the very same passage where Paul is highlighting the tradition that he received, 

the content of his message is the four-part movement that Jesus taught his disciples in the 

celebration of the Eucharist. Henri Nouwen lifted these four movements up in his book, 

Life of the Beloved: Spiritual Living in a Secular World. He offers the image of bread to 

us, suggesting that we are bread.249 I believe that the tradition that Nouwen received and 

has passed on to us is a robust framework for pastors in transition to utilize as they work 

out their own calling and service among the people.  

It is not an easy journey to go from those who consume, often far beyond our 

needs require or our physical health allows, to those who give ourselves up to be 

                                                           
248 Isaiah 30:20-21 

249 Nouwen, Life of the Beloved. 
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consumed. We prefer to hide instead of being known, writes Stephen Muse,250 in Being 

Bread,  

Like persons suffering from the dissociation and numbing of post-traumatic 

stress, we too find ourselves seeking to avoid our own martyrdom by losing 

ourselves in our daily routines and comfortable lives. Life becomes a place to hide 

in unconsciousness rather than to be consciously lifted up as the royal priesthood 

who stand in the presence of God’s glory.251 

Without the grace of God, at work within our lives, pastors in transition are easily liable 

to be those who numb themselves through the routine of ministry and to hide in the 

fleeting affirmations of those around them. How can we remember what we already 

know, staying grounded in our true identity? 

We are Taken 

One of the clearest themes within the data is that clergypersons are not 

immediately comfortable with the language of Beloved. This was evident on the first day 

of interviewing and remained consistent throughout the conversations. Figure 14 shows 

an impressive list of passages from the Bible that pastors referenced as helpful to them in 

staying grounded in their sense of identity, however only one of the six pastors 

mentioned anything similar to the language of Beloved.252 One of the pastors, on the 

other hand, specifically said that the very concept of being the Beloved of God is difficult 

for them to embrace, suggesting that for him ‘claiming his Belovedness’ felt like sitting 

around and reveling in his own specialness, something he was not prone to do.253 Another 

                                                           
250 A piece of my own story, referenced above, is the direction and counsel I received from 

Stephen Muse, a leader and teacher on the staff of the Pastoral Institute in Columbus, Georgia. His offering 

of himself to me, over the course of four years, included his books. 

251 Muse, Stephen, Being Bread (Rollinsford, NH: Orthodox Research Institute, 2013), 224. 

252 Allen J interview. 

253 Brandon B interview. 
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clergyperson admitted that the language of Belovedness brought some level of guilt over 

his own past choices, while agreeing that it also has the simultaneous power to lift the 

burden and weight of such guilt.254  

Pastors as well as laity must profess the truth: we are taken by God. God has 

chosen us. We are claimed as a possession of God. On Mount Sinai, invoking the 

language of a marriage ceremony, God declares, “So now, if you faithfully obey me and 

stay true to my covenant, you will be my most precious possession out of all the peoples, 

since the whole earth belongs to me.”255 We are named as the Beloved. Writing to the 

church in Rome, Paul is integrating the overwhelming use of the language of Beloved 

from the Hebrew Scriptures into the new covenant inaugurated by Jesus, saying, “As 

indeed he says in Hosea, “Those who were not my people I will call ‘my people,’ and her 

who was not beloved I will call ‘beloved.’”256 

Christianity has never been reduced to a single sentence or secret password, 

though. The Gospel is robust, being ever re-interpreted and translated into new languages 

and for new people groups. At no point in the Bible or in the tradition of the Church 

through the ages has there ever been a declaration of one singular term or image or 

concept of how to understand our relationship back to our Creator. Instead, the images 

and terms are expansive; made in the image of God, a child of God, a royal priesthood, a 

friend of Jesus, a servant of God, or a member/part of the body of Christ are all just a 

fraction of the ideas that can be pulled from the Holy Scriptures or subsequent classical 

Christian theology. The specific language of the Beloved is not the essential; the truth 

                                                           
254 Brent J interview. 

255 Exodus 19:5 

256 Romans 9:25 (NRSV) 
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underlying the language is essential. We are claimed by God. The necessity for pastors to 

claim the truth of God’s love, above our efforts or strivings or accomplishments or 

mistakes or sins or doubts or anything we have done for good or for ill, is paramount. The 

biblical claim, underneath the language of Beloved and particularly expounded upon in 

the writings of Henri Nouwen, speaks directly against the modern temptation to reduce 

human value to productivity. Clergypersons are as susceptible to this pitfall as anyone 

and the language of Beloved offers a powerful antidote to the paralyzing power of this 

ongoing cultural reduction of our true nature in God. In the interviews, one clergyperson 

spoke of the affirmation that they knew God was using them for something significant, 

that God had gifted them, and laid claim on them.257 

The first move for pastors is to claim that you are claimed. After hearing the very 

center of the faith in Deuteronomy 6:4-5, God commands the people, 

Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to 

your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, 

when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them 

as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house 

and on your gates.258 

Whatever language that captures the truth of your identity in God, return to it. God claims 

us as Beloved, we must begin living into that.  

We are Blessed 

 “The problem of modern living is that we are too busy — looking for affirmation 

in the wrong places — to notice that we are blessed,” suggests Nouwen.259 Yet, the truth 

of our blessedness is undeniable.  

                                                           
257 Samantha S interview. 

258 Deuteronomy 6:6-9 

259 Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, 79. 
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 The research shows that one challenge of accepting our blessedness is the obstacle 

so many clergypersons have to claiming such a notion. One glaring omission from 

pastor’s responses, when compared to the breadth of Richard Foster’s list of spiritual 

disciplines,260 was any mention of corporate worship. The laypersons interviewed have a 

deep love for the church and for the women and men set apart for leadership as pastors, 

yet clergypersons did not list these corporate practices of the Church, where they are able 

to participate with laypeople. How many clergypersons miss the blessings because they 

choose to miss the relationships? I have benefited greatly from being introduced to the 

language of Beloved and the deep sense of God’s care and affirmation that it offers, 

though not every clergyperson has had similar exposure to the concept. I first heard the 

concept through the experience of receiving Spiritual Direction from a layperson. One of 

the great blessings I have received in this most recent pastoral transition is my 

participation in our church’s one-on-one discipleship program. I spent the twelve months 

meeting weekly and reading through four books of the New Testament, guided by a 

layperson. Every clergyperson has parishioners with whom they can connect. Allowing 

ourselves to be in a relationship that makes us attentive to one another is fundamental. 

How do we see our blessedness? The second move of pastors, in order to 

maintain a sense of our blessings, is to pray and cease. Clear within the data gathered 

through the research, prayer was mentioned more than any other practices clergypersons 

recorded as helpful to staying grounded; four of the six persons listed prayer as an 

integral practice and a different four of the six listed the observance of the Sabbath in the 

same manner. Laypersons, similarly, believe that prayer is the most important practice for 

                                                           
260 Richard Foster’s Celebration of Discipline includes confession, worship, guidance and 

celebration as corporate disciplines in his framework. 
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clergypersons to stay grounded. The literature agrees, as Richard Foster sees no practice 

as higher in the way God uses it to shape us and bless us, calling prayer the “central 

avenue God uses to transform us.”261 Paul said we are to pray without ceasing.262 In 

addition, regular taking Sabbath, ceasing to behave as though the world cannot go on 

without us, is a fundamental practice that creates separation enough for God to break 

through are integral to living as the Beloved.263  

The relevant literature and the data from the interviews bear out this truth: 

whenever we feel the world pressuring us to conform, the first move is to pray, wait for 

the Spirit to move in our hearts, and instead of becoming victims of the tyranny of the 

urgent, remember the blessings. Pastors already know the truth: avoiding burnout and a 

million other deadly ends requires that we make time to pray and practice spiritual 

disciplines and equally make time to cease from doing anything.  

We are Broken 

The first evidence of our brokenness has already been discussed: we are not 

comfortable with God’s faithful, relentless love for us. It makes us feel vulnerable. 

Instead, we opt for countless alternatives, only furthering the distance from the One who 

made us and loves us. Clergy offered some of these obstacles to staying connected to 

God: worry and fear, feeling compelled to say yes too often, not observing the Sabbath, 

arrogance, being a people-pleaser, busyness, or being unable to maintain boundaries.264  

                                                           
261 Foster, 30.  

262 1 Thessalonians 5:17. 

263 Exodus 20:8-11. 

264 See Figure 15. 
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Brokenness in ministry is more likely when there is a disconnect between 

expected roles and the pastor’s self-understanding of gifts and graces. Data gathered from 

conversations with both clergy and laity points to one of the myriads ways these 

relationships go awry. How many times have pastors joined the chorus of others to say, 

“Work would be great if it weren't for the people?” The attempt at humor is rooted in 

difficult experiences. Yet, God is consistently working through people to deliver our 

blessings. Lucy C spoke the truth when she said, “I’ve seen a lot of people, pastors, 

who’ve gotten into trouble because they don’t have other people or peers to bounce ideas 

off of, because they don’t have those relationships.”265 Humility and vulnerability are at 

the very essence of the life of Jesus. It was from brokenness that this project first 

germinated, looking back to the meeting in 2011 where my own sense of importance and 

value caused me to devalue others.  

The third move for pastors is to be open about our brokenness. In ministry there 

are innumerable ways we can stumble along the journey. It is imperative that pastors 

regularly revisit the places they have stumbled, not out of false-humility, but for the 

purpose of not repeating them. Pastors need to know the pitfalls in order to avoid them. 

They also need to know when they are deep in the midst of any of them.  

The Apostles Paul writes to the church in Philippi that joy is made complete when 

we align ourselves with the example of Christ,  

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as 

better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the 

interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, 

though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something 

to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in 
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human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and 

became obedient to the point of death — even death on a cross.266 

This is about trust. It is natural that we shy away from such vulnerability; we are habitual 

violators of trust. There is no limit to the value of spending time building trust. As noted 

in the data captured in Figure 16, the expectations of the people go far above tasks or 

roles or functions; people are looking for character, too. Interviews with laypersons bear 

out the fact that persons in ministry are expected to be trustworthy. They used words like 

reliable, integrity, honesty, Spirit-led (obedient to God), being trustworthy with keeping 

confidences, and humble along with a host of others. The reality is, we are never all of 

these things. We are often quite far from them. 

Our brokenness can be opened and healed through confession.267  Richard Foster 

speaks to this, saying, 

if we know that the people of God are first a fellowship of sinners, we are freed to 

hear the unconditional call of God's love and to confess our needs openly before 

our brothers and sisters. We know we are not alone in our sin. The fear and pride 

that cling to us like barnacles cling to others also. We are sinners together. In acts 

of mutual confession we release the power that heals. Our humanity is no longer 

denied, but transformed.268 

Again, in my own experience of regularly seeking spiritual direction, first from Sister 

Chris then later through a covenant group of other clergypersons, I have known the 

abiding value of having a space for vulnerability and confession.  

 

 

                                                           
266 Philippians 2:3-8 

267 1 John 1:9 - “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

268 Foster, 127. 
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We are Given 

The greatest fulfillment for each of us is to give our ourselves. Nouwen says, 

“Beyond all our desires to be appreciated, rewarded and acknowledged, there lies a 

simple and pure desire to give.”269 We are to give ourselves, gifts and talents for the 

benefit of our community. This only happens as we are present. In the same way that 

laypersons expect clergypersons to be trustworthy, they also desire for presence. Jesus’ 

model for ministry is to take on flesh: incarnational. We are called to be present in order 

that they might see Christ living in us. Paul called this the “literal hope of glory.”270  

We are taken, blessed and broken in order that we might be given. But, this is also 

the very move that often exposes the distance between congregational expectations and 

our calling to be the Beloved. This is bound to occur when clergypersons, or laypersons, 

are viewed exclusively through the lens of utility. Reducing any person to what they do, 

or what they offer, diminishes them into a machine. Nouwen writes,  

The real question is not “What can we offer each other?” but “Who can we be for 

each other?” No doubt, it is wonderful when we can repair something for a 

neighbor, give helpful advice to a friend, offer wise counsel to a colleague, bring 

healing to a patient, or announce good news to a parishioner, but there is a greater 

gift than all of this. It is the gift of our own life that shines through all we do.271 

Made in the image of the One who exists in relationship, three in one, our Belovedness is 

larger than our tasks or titles, offices or ordination. Clergy are called to lead the 

congregation into the holy awareness of each person’s true identity. I think this is part of 

what Richard Osmer means with the concept of interpretative guides, first developed by 
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Charles Gerkin and applied to both clergy and laity, alike.272 The final move of pastors is 

to say “yes” to the inner truth of our Belovedness, a better understanding of ourselves.273 

It is, also, a better, more sustainable, vision of ministry. 

Pastoral leadership, in large part, is about assisting the congregation to seek a 

vision beyond the present. This happens through listening, interpreting, and discerning 

God’s vision. Yet, in the midst of transition, with things at their most chaotic, it is 

challenging to look beyond the immediate and engage in these future-oriented tasks. 

Even at the beginning of ministry with a new congregation, the pastor is called to prepare 

for a horizon further than the end of this day or this year. This is counter-cultural to 

prevailing secular thinking; our lives are not bound by the efforts of a year, a move, an 

appointment, a season or a career. One of the greatest gifts we can offer right now is to 

prepare our people for the ‘not yet.’  

We are given to serve together. The mutuality, of laypersons and clergypersons, 

that undergirds the mandate to equip the saints for ministry together, in Ephesians 4:12, is 

evidence of the relational dynamics of ministry. I believe this happens through informal 

conversations, prayerful leadership with committees, and occasionally giving way for 

allow others to serve. None of us will be here forever; we can make our time together be 

spent in Kingdom work. 

Further Implications for Consideration and Action 

Like the best things in life, the journey is the most valuable part of pursuing any 

destination. This is true for the research journey of asking questions, reading literature, 
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listening to passionate laypersons and committed clergypersons, poring over data and 

finding the common truths. Moschella writes, “Ethnographers don’t usually arrive at 

simple or straightforward cause-and-effect statements, but rather at particular theories 

about causation in local settings and tentative predictions about how things might be 

similar or might vary in diverse contexts.”274  I have found this to be true in my own 

pursuit of this research puzzle; bold assertions and blanket prescriptions are not easily 

found, despite the wonderful adventure that this project has been.  

 Along with the proposal of a four-part framework of movement for pastors, there 

are other implications from the research that can still be pursued. First, the wide-ranging 

expectations of laypersons towards the roles to be lived into by their pastors is a 

fascinating topic, with significance for clergy health and well-being. I think back to 

Wendi T’s comment that the pastor should, “be whatever it is that the particular person 

needs.”275 The thought of how to carry that out is staggering. What can be done, in terms 

of conversations with laypersons and boards of leadership, to address this potential 

pitfall? Second, in what ways can ecclesial leadership beyond the local congregation 

contribute to the dialogue between pastors and the people in front of and during seasons 

of clergy transitions? How can they help develop measures of trust, and lead their pastors 

in the self-awareness of their own shortcomings? Considering the range of expectations 

over role and character, how many local United Methodist congregations are lacking in 

their preparedness for welcoming a new pastor, beyond the immediate provision of keys 

to an office and a house?  
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 I believe adding the dimension of quantitative surveys to the qualitative findings 

here would provide new ways of communicating the findings of this work to broader 

audiences and possibly provide guide areas for further research.276 

A Beloved Final Word 

These four movements that Jesus taught his disciples in the celebration of the 

Eucharist, further expounded on by Henri Nouwen in his book, Life of the Beloved: 

Spiritual Living in a Secular World, also are consistent with my analysis of interviews 

with clergypersons and laypersons. We are called to be the body of Christ, together. The 

research points to the beautiful potential when the intersection of the people’s 

expectations and the calling and giftedness of clergypersons are subordinate to the 

leading of God. Yet, the deeper search is to be taken up by every person: Who am I and 

what will I allow to define my identity? 

For me, all of this comes back to the center of my own understanding of practical 

theology: pastors are called to listen to the leading of God, to submit to the desires of God 

and to partner with the people to go out in service to the world. This is facilitated by the 

intentional creating of space, through practices and disciplines, in which the Holy Spirit 

can be heard. God is putting the world back together and the best evidence of it happens 

in our own hearts. When we allow ourselves to be vulnerable, we are more in tune with  

  

                                                           
276 Moschella, 78. 
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the ways that the church has failed to be obedient and we are better able to respond to 

new directions of reconciliation, often outward from the four walls of the church 

buildings, across geography and boundaries of race, class and expectations that divide us.  

I am the Beloved of God. You are the Beloved of God. Amen. 
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Appendix 1 

Bonaire UMC Clergy and Staff Expenses 1990-2014 

 

 

 

Bonaire UMC - Clergy/Staff Expenses 1990-2014 

Year 
Pastor's 

Compensation 
Other Staff 

Compensation Total Expenses 

1990  $       15,600.00   $                      -     $       39,525.00  

1991  $       16,465.00   $                      -     $       47,871.00  

1992  $       24,800.00   $         5,500.00   $       63,422.00  

1993  $       25,500.00   $         7,225.00   $       65,289.00  

1994  $       27,540.00   $         7,264.00   $       75,480.00  

1995  $       30,294.00   $         7,205.00   $       83,409.00  

1996  $       32,112.00   $         8,906.00   $     176,294.00  

1997  $       33,312.00   $       14,968.00   $     162,612.00  

1998  $       34,312.00   $       15,687.00   $     122,248.00  

1999  $       36,000.00   $       12,049.00   $     127,990.00  

2000  $       38,000.00   $       29,360.00   $     134,036.00  

2001  $       40,500.00   $       32,552.00   $     182,578.00  

2002  $       43,000.00   $       30,735.00   $     118,383.00  

2003  $       46,000.00   $       43,522.00   $     168,136.00  

2004  $       43,000.00   $       58,327.00   $     231,400.00  

2005  $       46,000.00   $       60,047.00   $     274,420.00  

2006  $       65,000.00   $       68,541.00   $     354,367.00  

2007  $       62,000.00   $       64,440.00   $     338,416.00  

2008  $       66,000.00   $     120,010.00   $     389,698.00  

2009  $       68,640.00   $     121,606.00   $     427,570.00  

2010  $       70,699.00   $     122,060.00   $     642,844.00  

2011  $       71,406.00   $     113,532.00   $     560,898.00  

2012  $       72,834.00   $       94,324.00   $     561,506.00  

2013  $       75,019.00   $     111,965.00   $     546,763.00  

2014  $       76,519.00   $     105,277.00   $     698,991.00  

2015  $       78,049.00   $       99,723.00   $     666,576.00  

2016  $       78,049.00   $     152,806.68   $     641,117.84  
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Appendix 2  

Bonaire Membership and Metrics 1990-2014 

 

Bonaire UMC - Membership and Metrics 1990-2014 

Year 
Membership 
end of year 

Professions of 
Faith Worship Attendance 

1990 203 4 100 

1991 218 8 140 

1992 237 13 145 

1993 248 5 136 

1994 261 5 145 

1995 278 17 145 

1996 287 8 137 

1997 290 15 166 

1998 311 9 174 

1999 314 4 179 

2000 333 8 191 

2001 358 14 188 

2002 382 9 184 

2003 412 27 196 

2004 427 15 201 

2005 435 8 220 

2006 442 14 238 

2007 461 6 238 

2008 386 7 235 

2009 408 7 229 

2010 417 7 232 

2011 423 2 272 

2012 412 8 267 

2013 453 13 303 

2014 489 15 298 
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Appendix 3  

Written Questions for Listening Sessions, 2015 
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Appendix 4 

Consent Form for Interviews   
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Appendix 5  

Interview Guide for Laypersons 
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Appendix 6  

Interview Guide for Clergypersons  
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