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  Introduction




  “What if you could change the world by doing just one thing?” I asked a group of elders, deacons and heads of pastor-parish committees. “In only a few minutes a day, or even a week—would you do it?”


  They looked at me with disbelief; a few nodded their heads warily.


  “Pray for your pastor.”


  The people still looked at me, though with greater disbelief. I went on, “If you were to regularly pray for your pastors, to invite God’s presence and power into their ministries and their homes, they would be energized and directed in the work God has for them. God’s work would be done in the church and in society, because you’re taking care of your pastor. The world would be changed because of those prayers.”


  This is not isolated, new millennium thinking. Paul said long ago, “But we request of you . . . that you appreciate those who diligently labor among you, and have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction, and that you esteem them very highly in love because of their work” (1 Thess 5:12-13 NASB).


  God’s desire is that we honor our clergy, that their hearts might be refreshed in Christ for the work of the kingdom (Philem 20). If you don’t feel like you really love your pastor or even know your pastor, try these pages on for size. The correlation between stunted church growth and pastoral turnover is alarming. Caring for those in ministry can stem the wholesale change of staff happening in many local churches.


  How to Keep the Pastor You Love is win-win. You, the pastor’s family, the church, the community and God win when the pastor is honored, loved and encouraged. For people in ministry, the partly-dones and the not-dones far outnumber the well-dones and leave pastors too often undone. Everyone, including ministers, needs to hear “Well done” a few times on earth to sweeten the journey to heaven when our God says, “Well done, good and faithful servant. Enter into the joy of your master.”


  Maximizing This Resource


  Individuals, couples, families, church boards or committees, small groups, Sunday school classes—anyone can use and apply How to Keep the Pastor You Love. District superintendents, supervising pastors and church conferences likewise can use this resource in training leadership and in supporting the pastors to whom they minister. Principles within for prayer, building up, communication and support are applicable to any reader and to the reader’s role and responsibility in the local church. Each chapter contains places of application, Scriptures for a solid foundation of care, and a call to prayer. From moving in to moving out, from communication to conflict, from family to finance, from parsonage to pain, the topics in this book connect instantly to any local church.


  Ministers, too, benefit from working through How to Keep the Pastor You Love. People in ministry serve, not because they will be rewarded with kudos and hugs and hot apple pie (although these items sure do encourage!) but because God has called them into service. “For the Pastor” sections throughout each chapter keep ministers asking themselves the hard questions, preventing “poor me” thinking. These become a basis for accountability before God, with spouses if married and in small groups of others in ministry. Using How to Keep the Pastor You Love in clergy clusters, ministerial support groups or accountability groups is ideal. Tough issues and to-the-point questions ask those in ministry to be honest, vulnerable and to walk a straight line of integrity in ministry, creating companionship on an often lonely journey.


  Real Change


  For true change to happen in our churches, caring for those in ministry, whether associate or youth pastors or the solo or senior pastor, must increase. For obvious reasons this type of care cannot be initiated by the clergy. What’s recommended is establishing a committee, task force or designated liaison responsible for seeing that pastor care is intentional, systematic and regularly evaluated.


  When beginning to care for your clergy, it is important to consider personality types, needs and relational style, and to find a balance between uninvolvement and incessant interaction. When in doubt, asking is always appropriate.


  As we become the body of Christ to our ministers, they will be better equipped to “run with perseverance the race” that is marked out for them (Heb 12:1). And God will honor our faithfulness and obedience as we “share all good things” with the one who teaches (Gal 6:6), that the blessing of God might rest on our households (Ezek 44:28-30).


  Further resources are available at the InterVarsity Press website www.ivpress.com.
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  A New Definition for “Pastoral Care”


  And now, friends, we ask you to honor those leaders who work so hard for you, who have been given the responsibility of urging and guiding you along in your obedience. Overwhelm them with appreciation and love!


  1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 (The Message)


  I squinted against the early morning brightness. My eyelids scraped like sandpaper against my eyes. Having visited relatives on the East Coast, my husband Rich and I drove through the night with our three children for the last hurrah of our vacation—a few days with my family in the Midwest. Close to their house, I noticed a familiar car following. We pulled into the driveway, the other car roaring in behind.


  My brother John jumped out, his tired face matching the way I felt. He came around to my side of the car. My heart sank. With the sun hovering at the tree line, he should have been inside enjoying his first jolt of morning coffee. The break in routine seemed ominous.


  “Nice timing.” I tried to smile around my fear.


  “Grandmom died about ten minutes ago, Jane.” He clenched his hands at his sides. “Mom’s there now. Do you want to come?”


  Numbness settled over my soul. My dry eyes refused to shed tears as John pulled me to him in a hug. I moved through the next three days in a frozen state.


  The day after the funeral my husband, a pastor, was expected in the pulpit in Illinois. There was no time to grieve and remember and laugh with relatives after the service. We reloaded our car and made the journey back to our own home, heavy-hearted, quiet and lonely. A carefree getaway full of family memories closed on a grief-filled note.


  Back in church, Rich asked for prayers as we coped with our loss. This was not the place I wanted to begin feeling the pain, so I sat stiffly in the pew, palms sweating. Chills chased over my body.


  The postlude sounded. People collected bags, babies, bulletins. I lingered in the foyer, hesitant to approach anyone as grief nibbled at my composure. No one offered sympathy, hugged me or simply said, “I’m sorry.” After ten miserable minutes, I gathered the children and bolted for home. Our vacation concluded with a loved one’s funeral, but the anguish and isolation had just begun.


  “Did anyone say anything to you after the service, Jane?” my husband asked. When I shook my head, multiple expressions flashed across his face: surprise, anger and sadness.


  As a pastoral family, we faced a surprising turnabout. Whereas our role in others’ grief was to comfort, there seemed to be no clear guidelines for the congregation’s response in the reverse situation when we needed care. Who ministers to the minister’s family?


  A New Look at Pastoral Care: Overwhelmed but Not with Love


  Ours is not the only family to fall through the void. Much research, reading and interviewing yield a sobering conclusion. According to H. B. London, head of the pastoral ministries department at Focus on the Family, “Four words characterize how many ministers feel. They are: isolation, loneliness, insecurity, and inadequacy.”[1]


  Historically, pastoral care has not meant instruction in caring for one’s pastor. It has always meant a pastor’s care for the congregation. Clergy are professional burden bearers in many ways. Unfortunately, the application of “bear one another’s burdens” (Gal 6:2) often stops somewhere short of bearing the burdens for the minister and family. However, Scripture portrays clearly the supporting roles the people of God are to play in the lives of those in ministry. “Honor those leaders who work so hard for you,” 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 reads, to “overwhelm them with appreciation and love!” (The Message).


  Don, a pastor in a mainline denomination, remembered getting a card a day for an entire month as the church celebrated their clergy. “It was very affirming,” he said. “What would it be like to be affirmed throughout the whole year?” The congregation, organized initially by Don’s secretary, did not realize the tremendous effect such affirmation had on their hard-working minister. But because the desire to care for the pastor initiated with church personnel, the congregation did not continue the effort. Perhaps a lack of supporting evidence as to why the clergy need and deserve such affirmation contributed to the one-time attempt.


  Quittin’ Time?


  An atmosphere of love, acceptance and affirmation makes staying in the church appealing, even in the face of conflict. Their absence adds impetus to thoughts of quitting. In the book Seven Promises of a Promise Keeper, contributing author Dale Schafler says, “Eighty percent of all pastors responding had thought about quitting in the last three months.”[2]


  Mark, pastoring his current church for eight years, said, “I think about quitting twice a week.” Marion, a pastor in New Hampshire, admitted, “Sure I think about leaving the ministry. Anyone who says they do not consider quitting, even fleetingly, is lying.”


  
    FOR THE PASTOR


    
      	When was the last time you thought about quitting?


      	What precipitated that feeling? Exhaustion? Spiritual depletion?  Conflict with a parishioner? Family problems?


      	What have you done about those feelings? The problems initiating them?

    

  


  Many ministers do more than think about quitting. Ten years ago the Southern Baptist Convention Virginia Newspaper reported, “Southern Baptist Convention clergy couples drop out of their churches on an average of 116 a month,” due largely to the spouse’s discontent.[3] Recent reports from the SBC show little improvement: nearly one hundred ministers are forced out of their churches each month.[4] Morale in the pastorate, it appears, is scraping bottom.


  When low clergy morale results in pastoral turnover, the congregation suffers. Churches that frequently change pastors tend to be less open, less trusting and more inward looking, according to Barna Research.[5] Further, in times of turmoil and transition, attendance drops, giving declines, and lay leadership struggles may ensue.


  Studies indicate that it takes years to truly see results in ministry with a new minister. Dr. Gary McIntosh cited research among several mainline denominations, which found that a pastor’s most effective years in a pulpit don’t even begin until the sixth or seventh year.[6] These are years that many ministers don’t have. Dr. Thom Rainer, dean of the Billy Graham School of Missions, Evangelism and Church Growth of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, states that the average tenure for all Protestant ministers is 2.3 years.[7]


  With all the leaving, there’s no time for cleaving, for forming mutually respectful relationships between the congregation and the ministry family. It can take at least five years in one pulpit for the pastor to gain the respect of constituents[8]—let alone see effective ministry happen.


  Changing ministers takes its toll on both the clergy family and the local church. Unless a move is absolutely essential, clergy need to stay awhile longer for truly effective ministry to happen. Frequent moves disrupt the building process of ministry.


  Real People, Real Pain, Real Problems


  While we were in seminary, a professor warned us: “Congregations want to believe that their ministers and spouses are sinless and sexless.” After years spent serving the local church, frustrated pastors and their mates echoed those feelings.


  “I wonder if people in our congregation understand that we feel pain, anger and doubt just as they do,” one pastor said. As for me, if asked how I felt that Sunday in church when I struggled in isolation with my grief, I would have answered, “Likeless than a human being, like my feelings and pain are insignificant or nonexistent.”


  
    FACTS ON FILE


    The pastor’s “most pressing problems relate to time, money, and family.”[9]

  


  Laurie, in ministry in Oregon, said, “We who serve others and serve them well may minister with broken hearts.” Pastors and families feel pain but are unsure what to do about it. Linda and Mason worried what their congregation would think if members knew their son was hospitalized for addiction treatment for several weeks. When’s Dan’s father died, he couldn’t grieve as he needed because “I was concerned about keeping my job.”


  Life in the pastorate is different from life in most homes. Many professions are lonely, and ministry is no exception. Hopefully, however, for most Christians church is where they find support and sustenance. For the pastor the church is both taskmaster and charge, and an awkward place to look for support and nourishment. The loneliness intensifies when parishioners hesitate to offer empathy. Perhaps they feel unqualified or ineloquent. Perhaps, believing someone else is surely filling that role in the cleric’s life, they remain silent. Or perhaps they are simply unaware that ministers need support.


  Why the Clergy Family?


  One report called pastors “the most occupationally frustrated people in America.”[10] That frustration has tremendous impact on the family, because, as in few other careers, the spouse is intimately tied to the minister’s job. And with many leaving the ministry because of the spouse’s discontent, the ministry may be only as strong as the marriage.


  The same can be said about the pastor’s family. Miserable ministry children make the job doubly difficult for pastors. Pastor, spouse, marriage and children: the suffering of one skews the whole picture and hampers ministry. If all four are cared for, the pastor will be energized and empowered for ministry.


  Nurturing also enhances the minister’s strength and resiliency. With lack of affirmation the most-cited reason for clergy burnout,[11] the congregation’s thoughtful care of the pastor will lessen burnout’s frequency. The length of time in each church will increase, and divorce, which is surprisingly high among pastors, will decrease when the pastor’s marriage is honored. Fewer ministry children will feel alienated by the draining service of their parents in the local church. Nurturing the pastor’s family may be the most amazing key to effectual churches and winning others to Christ.


  Roy Oswald confirms this: “Our effectiveness as congregations in dealing with the pain and brokenness of our society is directly proportional to the congregation’s health as a whole and the individual health of the clergy and its laity.”[12]


  Caring for the clergy is not a human-generated brainchild—some marketing whiz creating an event to sell more greeting cards. Nor is it another round of pop psychology or even church growth theory. It is plain common sense. It is also scriptural. God makes our responsibility toward those in ministry clear. In Deuteronomy the people are told, “Be careful not to neglect the Levites as long as you live in your land” (Deut 12:19). We are speaking, of course, of the New Testament corollary to the priests and Levites, the minister. The author of Hebrews commands the congregation: “Be responsive to your pastoral leaders. . . . Contribute to the joy of their leadership not its drudgery. Why would you want to make things harder for them?” (Heb 13:17 The Message).


  
    FACTS ON FILE


    Thirty-three percent of pastors leave churches due to conflicts with congregation, goals or expectations.[13]

  


  Stumbling Blocks to Caring


  “Jane, could you call me back? I need to ask you a couple of questions.” Grace’s soft words on my recorder sounded tenuous. I always smiled at her messages. Most adept at caring for people, love for God radiates in her voice and her actions. When I called back, she explained her message.


  “My uncle left me a small inheritance. Would you be offended if I bought some fun things for your family with part of my tithe? I’ve wanted to ask you for weeks but was afraid you’d be hurt.”


  I could hardly express my thanks. And Grace dropped off her purchases to ecstatic children. Boxes overflowed with lunchbox goodies and treats we couldn’t afford. Truly she had followed the injunction in Hebrews, “Appreciate your pastoral leaders who gave you the Word of God” (Heb 13:7 The Message).


  But even Grace, so gifted at caring for others, hesitated to ask if she could minister to us in this personal way. I have found others reluctant to offer help to their ministers and families too, largely because they fear offending. The only way past that fear is to do what Grace did: ask. Among the pastors I have spoken with, not one ever mentioned feeling put down by this kind of care.


  Beyond fear of offending, a second stumbling block to caring for your minister and family is a lack of awareness of their needs. To learn how to support them, express a willingness to help. Ask how to best do that. As in any other relationship, a key to this is two-way communication.


  
    FOR THE PASTOR


    
      	How do you communicate your needs to parishioners?


      	How do you best receive help?


      	How do you honestly feel about receiving help? For instance, “I have a hard time receiving help because . . .”

    

  


  Getting Practical


  Pulling our station wagon around to the front of a suburban church, I braked in surprise before the main entrance. An enormous banner, strung between two columns, flapped in the cutting November wind. In bold red letters, the message was clear: “We Love Our Pastors.”


  Inside, the women’s coordinator who had invited me to speak welcomed me warmly. “I like your banner,” I said casually.


  The organizer smiled. “We’re leaving it up for a bit longer. We want everyone to know what our pastors mean to us.”


  Later I asked one of their staff exactly how the congregation showed their love. A telling pause followed the question. Fi-nally he answered, choosing words carefully:


  “If someone sets an agenda to care for the minister, it happens. The banner, a result of Clergy Appreciation Month, is an example of that.”


  “But on a consistent basis?” I probed, a surgeon looking for signs of health—or illness. “How does the congregation care for you and your family?”


  Again, words trailed a long silence. “If you want to be nice to someone, be nice to the people they love. When someone cares for my family, I feel loved. But out of two hundred families, only one or two people give my wife special attention on her birthday.”


  When Moses’ arms grew too tired to raise over Israel, others came alongside and held up their leader’s arms so that Israel might continue to win the battle before them. When judicial leadership overwhelmed Moses, God provided seventy people to assist him. Whether physically, emotionally or spiritually, when we honor and support the person God has called into ministry, we honor God.


  In the following pages, pastors and their families graciously share their joy, their pain and their hope. Helpful ideas, studies for small groups or Sunday school classes and other hints will prepare us to honor and care for the clergy family.


  And that care can begin as soon as the moving van pulls away and the new occupants throw the welcome mat on the stoop.


  Keeping the Pastor We Love


  Where do I sense my minister is overwhelmed? What would it be like to reverse pastoral care and care for the pastor?


  How can I offer compassion and comfort when clergy face difficulties and heartaches? How will I know what they are facing?


  In what ways can I express appreciation and gratitude for the pastor’s work?


  Here is how I will begin to pray for my minister (see appendix A for ideas):


  2
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  The Welcome Mat


  Open wide your hearts.


  2 Corinthians 6:13


  Within days of burying his parents, Rev. Seymour ac-cepted a call to a new church in a new community. In six weeks, this pastor from Boston would leave behind thirteen years of relationships and associations. “It’s almost as hard to leave as it is to bear the unexpected deaths of my parents.” This ministry family was torn from the only place they’d known as home; here they had ushered their son from kindergarten through high school graduation. The roots were deep—as was the pain of leaving.


  Research on moving indicates that men are better able to plunge into work and less likely to feel the pain of moving. However, conversations with pastors did not bear out the research. I found both men and women clergy grieving the loss of relationships. When Jamie served Communion to church members the final time, tears streamed down her cheeks. With Randall’s move imminent, he ached over the people he would leave—relationships severed—even as he anticipated the new life emerging—relationships to be formed.


  Regardless of profession, moving is painful for people. The pastoral family is no exception.


  Ministers Talk About Moving


  “What makes you groan at the thought of moving to a new church?” I asked pastors in phone interviews.


  “The price I pay in being highly visible in many places so the congregation will begin to trust me, then free me for my area of specialty,” said one minister. “It’s hard on me and hard on my family.”


  “What makes me groan? Learning everyone’s names and going through the ‘honeymoon period’ of being all things to all people,” said another pastor.


  “Unpacking,” stated a clergy member from Tennessee. “Unpacking and knowing that the second I arrive the congregation will pile expectations upon me.”


  One minister acknowledged, “Not being able to take time to settle in. In one church, two years passed before I unpacked my books and arranged my office functionally. I had to plunge in immediately.”


  Allen, a minister from El Paso, said, “All the change is stressful. Inadequate housing, having my wife quit her job, the accompanying loss of income and mediating in a difficult situation. . . . It’s almost too much.”


  On top of these, pastors worried about spouses and children adapting to all the newness: home, church, expectations, schools, friends, clubs, sports. They also felt anxiety about helping their families through the stress and grief of major upheaval. It may take as long as two years to work through relocation struggles. Further, pastors who move frequently do not grow past the startup stages of ministry. This, plus the cost of broken relationships, plus the toll on a church in transition, and the final bill skyrockets.


  Grief Observed


  When the empty moving van roars away from the new parsonage or home, far more is left in the cloud of exhaust than heavy boxes and furniture. Those in ministry heft more extensive baggage than labeled brown cartons. In the weeks of packing and moving, they have also packed away grief, loss and loneliness. While excessive busyness may camouflage these feelings during the first weeks at a new church, before long the trio will raise their collective heads and begin an uneasy, mournful howl.


  Few pastors come through a move without grief. Freedom to grieve is vital to recovery and will aid future ministry in the new church. Failure to grieve compromises that very ministry.


  After one move, Rev. Leithner of Oklahoma journaled the poem “Moving Day.”


  
    Moving Day


    Rooted up, tearing my hand from the door,


    my eyes from familiar faces,


    my heart from its home,


    there is no time for tears.


    The Trail rolls gently north


    but it has not been a gentle day,


    No.


    The sun beat the coolness away early


    before dreams and dew.


    We trucked our worldly goods with weary arms.


    I cannot weep and drive at once


    so I drive.


    It is 104° while we unload,


    new people to meet


    offering arms to share the sweat.


    I cannot weep and meet new friends at once


    so I meet new friends.


    Mammoth stacks of unpacked boxes


    cleaning, painting, fixing


    I cannot weep and unpack at once
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