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    BEFORE WE BEGIN


    Getting the Most from This Workbook


    Great ministers don’t just happen; great falls from ministry don’t just happen either. Successful ministry isn’t just about today’s leadership meeting or tomorrow’s revival or mission trip; it’s also about daily faithfulness to our calling along the journey. A variety of problems can lead to removal from ministry—some caused by the minister, some caused by a dysfunctional organization and some caused by both. We would like all of us to be spared the agony others had to endure. This workbook is about becoming aware of the common pitfalls in ministry and learning to build a strong foundation on such knowledge.


    Long-term effectiveness in ministry isn’t just about the minister; it’s also about a minister’s spouse, children, grandchildren, congregants and ministry partners. It even affects all those who reside in the surrounding community and their close relationships. The carnage that accompanies a forced removal from ministry has a ripple effect on everyone. Even the pastor of a small congregation can, through indiscretion, easily do spiritual harm to thousands. It happens every day.


    This isn’t meant to be frightening. More than anything, our heart’s desire is that ministries will be enhanced and strengthened. We’ve designed this workbook to deliver a positive message: we can have a fruitful and long-standing ministry for the kingdom of God, as long as we are willing to learn from those who have gone before us.


    
      Great ministers don’t just happen; great falls from ministry don’t just happen either.

    


    WHO IS SHEPHERDCARE?


    Brad understands the unique struggles of being a minister because of his own experience as a pastor. Prior to cofounding ShepherdCare, Brad worked in central Florida with a ministry known as Antioch Affection, a residential program that serves ministers removed from ministry. He is currently senior pastor of Memorial Baptist Church in Baytown, Texas.


    During his time in central Florida, Brad contacted Michael Todd to provide professional counseling for those in the Antioch residential program. As a Christ-centered licensed professional counselor with a heart for those in ministry, Michael Todd was eager to help.


    One day, the two of us sat down to reminisce about those we’d worked with who were removed from ministry, grouping them by reason for termination. We discovered seven areas of consistent failure: (1) lack of genuine intimacy in relationships with God, spouse and others; (2) a distorted sense of calling; (3) inadequate stress-management skills; (4) lack of appropriate boundaries; (5) failure to prioritize re-creation; (6) insufficient people skills; and (7) underdeveloped leadership skills.


    From this simple exercise, the vision of ShepherdCare was born. God called us to redirect our energy from reparative work with removed ministers to preventative work with those still functioning in ministry. In 2003 we began ShepherdCare from a desire to provide ministers with resources to sustain long-term effectiveness in their ministry calling, to help them avoid the heartache and destruction that results when ministers prematurely quit, burn out or morally fail.


    At the October 2003 gathering of the CareGivers Forum (www.CareGiversForum.org) we shared with those in attendance our experience regarding the seven areas of concern and our plans to create a curriculum to address them. Many of the participants were intrigued and offered to share their stories and unique experiences of helping hurting ministers. The CareGivers Forum is an association of retreat centers, counseling ministries and resource organizations that assist ministers and their families. Some of the participants in CareGivers have worked in the area of ministerial renewal for twenty to thirty years or more. Members meet annually to share and encourage each other from the wealth of their experience.


    
      Lack of intimacy is the biggest factor for ministry burnout and failure.

    


    These caregivers have backgrounds as counselors, psychiatrists, pastors and Christian retreat directors. Together, they’ve sat with thousands of hurting pastors, missionaries and other full-time Christian workers:


    
      	Some have provided crisis counseling after a minister was inappropriately forced to resign by lay leadership.


      	Some have offered telephone encouragement to ministers who weren’t sure they had the emotional energy to preach another sermon.


      	Some have wept with wounded ministry couples in an intensive retreat setting as they shared stories of affairs and pornography addiction.

    


    This workbook is the first of its kind: the collaborative wisdom of more than a dozen pioneers in their field, professionals in the area of ministering to hurting ministers. It’s intended as a source of encouragement for the dedicated ministers who give day after day after day in their places of ministry.


    Since this workbook is the collective experience not only of the authors but also its contributors, the pronoun we will predominantly be used throughout our journey together. We’ll identify ourselves individually when one of us (Michael Todd and Brad) has a particular story or principle to relate. Members of the CareGivers Forum will be identified in the context of their individual stories.


    We ask for the reader’s grace ahead of time for any unintentional missteps, theologically or otherwise. While we feel confident that our views are solidly in the mainstream, a particular reader may hold a different view from the authors here or there. Though we may have our “disputable matters,” we must not allow Satan, our common enemy, to deceive us: removal from ministry is a risk we all face, no matter our differing theological viewpoints.


    As mentioned previously, the seven areas of concern were empirically derived from our years of ministering to force-terminated ministers. Because we want to encourage those in ministry to safeguard against such pitfalls, we will discuss these topics in terms of the need for a preventative self-care plan—a set of practical skills uniquely designed by each minister to both promote their personal best and to safeguard against ministry failure. We firmly believe that putting these principles into practice is foundational to a fruitful and longstanding ministry. Therefore, we will refer to them as “foundation stones” for establishing a successful and long-standing ministry.


    GAINING MAXIMUM BENEFIT FROM THIS WORKBOOK


    While this workbook is intended for use in a variety of contexts, we strongly recommend that it be used in relationship with another human being. The reason is simple: lack of intimacy is the biggest factor for ministry burnout and failure. When we isolate ourselves and withdraw from deep relationship with others for whatever reason—feeling misunderstood, fear of exposure, feelings of superiority, being too busy, not wanting to “air our dirty laundry”—the slope into ministry failure becomes very slippery. In isolation, we more easily gloss over the more difficult parts of our daily experience, thereby “overriding” the gentle whisper of the Holy Spirit. As fearful as it may sound, processing this material (along with your answers, journal entries and action plans) alongside another human being is one of the best sources of prevention for ministry failure.


    Some ministers have asked, “Why can’t I simply process my answers in my intimate relationship with God?” While our relationship with God is critical, God also designed us to exist in community with like-minded people of faith. Practically speaking, a brother or sister in Christ who truly has our best interest at heart won’t be afraid to challenge us in our areas of needed growth—especially if we’ve given them specific permission to do so. Because of our humanity, discounting the Holy Spirit’s speaking through a caring friend or mentor is more difficult for most of us than discounting the Holy Spirit’s speaking from within our own conscience.


    Here, then, are a few possibilities for how this workbook might best be used:


    Small Groups of Ministers


    Our dream is to have groups of ministers around the country willingly setting aside their fears and bravely encouraging one another in ways that only other ministers can. Those who find a way to gather in a small group of three to six ministers to journey through this workbook together will derive maximum benefit from this material:


    
      	They will relate to the experiences of the other group members.


      	They will feel supported and encouraged in their common struggles and experiences of ministry.


      	The group will also promote deepening friendships within ministry—a valuable and helpful resource for many of us.

    


    The biggest reason some initially shy away from this idea is their fear that if other ministers knew their weaknesses and insecurities, such knowledge could find its way out of the group and into the religious rumor mill. Regrettably, there have been just enough instances of this actually happening to fan the flame of worry.


    However, truth is still truth: the factor causing more downfalls than anything in Christian ministry is our isolation from genuine relationship with others. Such relationships hold up a mirror for us to see ourselves as others do. We need input from others to see ourselves as we really are.


    Agreeing to strict confidentiality among such a group will promote an atmostphere of honesty and sincerity. Otherwise there will be a tendency toward “intellectualizing” the material, which defeats the purpose of the study. Intellectualizing is the default mode for many ministers, so purpose ahead of time to not let this happen.


    Studying this workbook with a small group of ministers is the riskiest way, for sure. However, it is by far the method of greatest potential benefit.


    With an Accountability Group


    This workbook is also suitable for study alongside an accountability group. The group may include other ministers, elders, board members or lay leaders with whom you have closer relationships. It can be formal or informal, designed to hold accountable all its members (as in a peer-support group) or merely to hold yourself accountable (in, for example, a process of restoration). The benefits of this type of group are similar to the small group of ministers: a built-in support network, greater understanding and the potential for real ongoing relationships.


    With a Ministry Coach, Mentor or Protégé


    For ministers fortunate enough to have a ministry coach or mentor, this book can be an ideal tool. Younger ministers without a coach might use this as a reason for finding one.


    The real-world experience of a seasoned mentor can make studying this material a rich experience.


    If you feel called to mentor someone but don’t currently have a protégé, you can prayerfully invite a younger or less-seasoned minister to join you in this study. It would be a great way to start a mentoring relationship with someone who could benefit from your years of wisdom and experience.


    A PEEK AT THE FOUNDATION’S BLUEPRINT


    Preventing Ministry Failure is organized to be useful in regular and systematic study over an extended period of time—ideally six months to one year. This allows adequate time for processing the material and exercises within the context of one or more real-world relationships. Following the introductory chapter, there are seven core chapters, one for each of the seven foundation stones. Each stone has between four and seven sections that progressively discuss various facets of a particular topic.


    While each reader should determine the best method for their situation, we recommend one of the following two methods: (1) complete one section weekly or (2) complete one foundation stone monthly, with the introductory material completed as the first monthly assignment. Either method should allow plenty of time for meditation on the principles and (more important) how they may be applied to a unique ministry setting.


    Resist the temptation to complete one section daily unless you are on sabbatical or are being led through the material under professional care. Even then, however, be aware that such a fast pace might encourage intellectualization of the material, leaving less time for reflection and for the Holy Spirit to accomplish deeper heart transformation.


    Throughout each foundation stone, you’ll have plenty of opportunity to personalize the material being discussed. We’ve left room in the margins for you to take notes along the way, and at the end of each stone, space will be given for synthesizing a few final thoughts about the topic. It’s all designed to help you be intentional about personal application—making the main goal your own personalized self-care plan.


    WHAT IS A SELF-CARE PLAN?


    Ministers are quite skilled at helping others live balanced, more effective lives. Yet many times we fail to practice what we preach. As stewards of our bodies, time, talents, relationships and resources, we must find ways to apply to our own lives the good advice we often find ourselves giving to others.


    For example, how might you advise a young father of a family of five to steward his family over the long term? An emergency savings account, life insurance, regular time invested with his wife and children, and a plan to set aside funds for retirement—all are good suggestions and represent proactive steps for preventing family failure in the future. They of course don’t guarantee prevention of such calamity, yet such a family-care plan can go a long way toward health, stability and long-term provision.


    In a similar manner, a minister’s self-care plan is a comprehensive, preventative plan designed not only to prevent ministry failure but also to give the minister every opportunity for deep satisfaction, significant influence and long-term effectiveness in ministry. Ministers who are proactive and intentional about their personal lives are far more likely to see deeper and more lasting results from all their endeavors, both personally and professionally.


    A FINAL WORD OF ENCOURAGEMENT


    Ministers read lots of books. Yet rarely is such reading about improving the quality of personal ministry; more often it’s about better ways to communicate a particular spiritual truth or implement the latest program du jour. However, healthy ministers have personally experienced the great truth and promise of 2 Corinthians 1:3-5: “The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, . . . comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.” To be effective in our ministry to others, we must first be ministered to.


    As we walk this journey together, resist the temptation to look for great material to pass along in an upcoming sermon, newsletter or blog. Instead, ask God for focus in hearing his voice speaking directly to you about enhancing your relationships, strengthening your boundaries, improving your ability to manage stress, and managing and leading those under your care. As you do so, God’s healing light will shine on you, exposing all that needs attention in the deep places of your heart. You can then relax in his arms, experiencing him as the lover of your soul, who will take great delight in you, quiet you with his love and rejoice over you with singing (Zephaniah 3:17). We pray that each will genuinely and humbly seek to be all the Father intends you to be—first as his child, then as his called minister.

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    Why Preventing Ministry Failure Is So Important


    Do you remember the old Looney Tunes cartoon where Foghorn Leghorn tries to “mentor” the young (and much more intelligent) widow hen’s son? When the brainiac youngster draws an equation on paper to “prove” something, Foghorn reluctantly confesses to his protégé, “I know, boy. Figures don’t lie!”


    1. Ministry in America Today


    Try the following quiz to see how well you understand the “figures” regarding your fellow ministers:


    ____ have been forced out of or fired from a ministry at least once.[1]


    5% [image: box]


    10% [image: box]


    15% [image: box]


    25% [image: box]


    35% [image: box]


    ____ feel inadequately trained to cope with ministry demands.[2]


    10% [image: box]


    20% [image: box]


    50% [image: box]


    70% [image: box]


    90% [image: box]


    ____ believe that pastoral ministry affects their families negatively.[3]


    20% [image: box]


    40% [image: box]


    60% [image: box]


    80% [image: box]


    95% [image: box]


    ____ say they’ve experienced depression or burnout to the extent that they needed to take a leave of absence.[4]


    35% [image: box]


    40% [image: box]


    45% [image: box]


    50% [image: box]


    55% [image: box]


    ____ have serious conflict with a church member at least once a month.[5]


    20% [image: box]


    30% [image: box]


    40% [image: box]


    50% [image: box]


    60% [image: box]


    ____ admit to having an affair while in the ministry.[6]


    5% [image: box]


    10% [image: box]


    15% [image: box]


    20% [image: box]


    25% [image: box]


    ____ admit that Internet pornography is a current struggle.[7]


    10% [image: box]


    22% [image: box]


    37% [image: box]


    47% [image: box]


    62% [image: box]


    ____ do not have someone they consider a close friend.[8]


    30% [image: box]


    40% [image: box]


    50% [image: box]


    60% [image: box]


    70% [image: box]


    Answers for these questions can be found on page 31.


    Which statistics surprise you most and why?


    Which do you identify with most and why?


    THE UNIQUE CHALLENGES OF BEING CALLED “MINISTER”


    Vocational ministry is more difficult than most laypeople realize. Only those in ministry truly appreciate the daily struggles associated with it. We each answered God’s call to ministry with zeal and excitement because we had dreams of touching lives for God’s kingdom. We energetically attended seminary or Bible college and soaked up everything we could. We entered our first pastorate, chaplaincy or ministry position, ready to save the world.


    Then reality set in! The theoretical world of ministerial training programs often fails to reflect the real life of a typical minister: working with demanding board members, trying to please everyone (and being polite about it!), learning to lead experienced volunteer staff, meeting all the challenges of a one-minister organization, getting along with other staff in a larger church or parachurch ministry, and coordinating our calling with the other professionals in our organization. At times, being a minister can be overwhelming.


    Think back to your days in seminary, Bible college or other related training. What did you assume ministry life would be like?


    Which of these assumptions did you discover to be untrue or idealistic once you entered your first ministry post?


    Looking back, what advice might you give a young seminary student or minister seeking their first ministry position?


    The statistics at the beginning of this section are where the average minister lives today. It’s easy to see how this common path could ultimately lead to burnout or moral compromise. Couple this with the fact that most ministers live isolated lives—a trait common to corporate executives and other leaders but further complicated by the special role ministers play among those we lead. The dynamic isn’t new: it’s been at work since the days of judges and kings.


    THE PEOPLE ASK FOR A KING


    The disgruntled Israelites wanted a king like the pagan nations around them. Despite God’s raising up strong judges to lead the tribes, time and again “the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD” (see, for example, Judges 3:12). The book of Judges ends with this revealing yet haunting verse: “In those days Israel had no king; all the people did whatever seemed right in their own eyes” (Judges 21:25 NLT).


    The prophet Samuel in his later years appointed his sons as judges, but they were not righteous men, so the people pressured Samuel to give them a king: “Now appoint a king to lead us, such as all the other nations have” (1 Samuel 8:5). God told Samuel not to take their grumbling personally; it was simply evidence that their wayward hearts were rejecting God’s leadership in their lives.


    Israel had a history of desiring a physical manifestation of God they could see and touch. When the Israelites thought they’d lost Moses, they created a golden calf, an image of God to pacify their insecurities that God had abandoned them. Both the Old (Exodus 32:1-6) and New Testaments (Romans 1:21-25) acknowledge a tendency among God’s people to place their trust in the created rather than the Creator.


    Wayward hearts trouble God’s people still today. Ministries and congregations in many ways treat their ministers like gods. The average parishioner would likely deny such “worship,” but their actions sometimes demonstrate a misplaced sense of trust (not to mention pressure). Why else would they become so upset when we don’t measure up to their unspoken expectations of perfection? Why else would so many leave—not just an organization but their faith altogether—when a minister is exposed for moral indiscretion? No longer are we seen as human beings with feet of clay who have a special calling to lead or preach the gospel. No, for some the minister has become a god, placed high on a pedestal. This is a great danger in ministry.


    Where have you observed this “give us a king” perspective in previous ministry settings?


    To what extent might you notice it occurring in your current ministry setting?


    HOW MINISTERS SOMETIMES ADD FUEL TO THE FIRE


    Unfortunately, that’s only half the problem. Take a trip with us down memory lane, back to our first ministry placement. There we were, fresh out of training and ready to impact the world. In the statistics we read earlier, we learned that most ministers feel ill-equipped for the job. But it would be inappropriate to admit such weakness when those we lead place such trust in us, right?


    So we put on an air of confidence, even though on the inside we’re fearful of letting them down. We know we don’t deserve their accolades, but even if it’s not quite true, it does make us feel good about ourselves for a while. So we redouble our efforts to front a good image. We give 110 percent of our time and energy toward serving and encouraging others, unaware that part of our unconscious motivation is to maintain their appreciation and acceptance.


    Of course, significant effort is required to present such a “perfect” public image. We begin letting our guard down in our private life, with our spouse and our children—and most of all, when we’re alone. More imperfections surface in these private areas. Though we may be unaware of this slow transformation, those closest to us notice and may even comment about our increased moodiness, temper, lack of presence or decreased energy.


    When have others (spouse, family, coworkers, close friends) expressed concern that you were splitting into a “public” life that appears perfect and a “private” life that is deteriorating?


    Those working with ministers who’ve been forced from ministry have seen it time and again. If we don’t get our innermost needs met in our personal relationship with God and with our spouse and close friends, we’ll inevitably begin to crave praise from those we lead. This all-too-common pattern results in what we call the “god complex”: we begin to play the role of God in the lives of those to whom we minister. We start believing what we hear from them day in and day out.


    This two-edged sword—our ministry’s unrealistic expectations of us and our own unmet self-esteem needs—is a big part in why ministers sometimes fail in ministry.


    Consider to what extent you might be functioning with a “god complex” in your present ministry. Ask your spouse or a trusted friend for their thoughts—but don’t ask unless you really want an honest opinion! Use the space below to write down any feedback you receive from others.


    Ask the Holy Spirit to give you insight into any “god complex” in your life. Ask him to restore within you a broken and contrite heart (Psalm 51:17). Use the space below to write such a prayer or to process any response you receive from him.


    2. Resolving the “God Complex”


    The “god complex” plagues many ministers, but it doesn’t have to be this way. Ministers who get into this syndrome have forgotten a significant fact that keeps us grounded in reality: It’s God’s ministry, not ours!


    When we begin playing the role of God in the lives of others, we find ourselves thinking it’s our program, our building campaign, our ministry’s growth, our success or failure in evangelism. This kind of thinking is toxic and will eventually poison any ministry. Sure, playing God will help us grow a ministry, and our people will love us all the way—until we disappoint them by showing our humanity. Likewise, ministering under a “god complex” can set us up for a fall through our own unreasonable internal expectations of ourselves—especially when our efforts aren’t as successful as we had planned or as others had anticipated. Many a minister has been irreparably wounded from such a fall.


    What accomplishments in your ministry are you most proud of?


    What was God’s role in these accomplishments?


    What prevents you from allowing God to use you in whatever way he sees fit, whether or not you receive any material blessings or recognition as a result?


    RIGHT PERSPECTIVE IS EVERYTHING


    Ultimately, any accomplishments we experience in ministry are due to God’s blessing. The glory belongs to him for whatever he chooses to accomplish through his chosen instruments. On the flip side, discouragement is a normal human emotion, but to contemplate exit from full-time ministry or become bitter from our suffering is to take our ministry out of his hands. It’s God’s ministry, not ours. God has the divine authority to give and take whatever he chooses for his own purposes, and he might not share with us the reasons why.


    Accomplishments and failures in ministry aren’t necessarily an accurate measure of either faithfulness or sin in our life. There are many instances in Scripture where God blessed the less-than-perfectly faithful (King David) and withheld material blessings from those who were quite faithful (Jeremiah). Jesus told his disciples that the man born blind was not blind due to anyone’s sin but merely that the power of God might be perfectly demonstrated through his weakness (John 9:1-3). The same was true of Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” (2 Corinthians 12:7-10). It’s not always about us, but it is always about him.


    
      A humble understanding of ourselves will prevent us from performing for the crowd and instead encourage us to play to an audience of One.

    


    HUMILITY IN MINISTRY


    Scripture describes God as our Good Shepherd (John 10:1-18). He is the One who tends the flock, ensures the sheep have new fields to graze and clean water to drink. He oversees their safety in the middle of the darkest night and comforts them with his rod and staff (Psalm 23:4). We serve a similar function in the lives of those we lead. However, this position is to be served in humility and with full recognition of our place under the authority of the Good Shepherd. Any authority we have is not inherently ours, but rather given to us by God. Instead of playing God, we do well to remember one of the most beloved titles we hold: under-shepherd.


    Consider the exchange between Jesus and Peter in John 21:15-19. Peter had just demonstrated the weakness of his own humanity by his denial of Christ—not once but three times—during Jesus’ trial. When the rooster crowed, Peter was reminded that Jesus predicted his betrayal just after Peter had boldly proclaimed he would fight to the death on Jesus’ behalf.


    Peter was so broken over his betrayal that he apparently went back to his career as a fisherman. Jesus finds him after the resurrection in a state of disillusionment. But he pulls Peter aside and reinstates him to ministry—no longer as an arrogant disciple but now as a humble servant. And what does Jesus ask him to do?


    Feed my sheep. I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go. (John 21:17-18)


    Through his humility and brokenness, Peter was able to lay down his “god complex.” He’d been restored by the Good Shepherd and was given the ministry of an undershepherd. He was to care for the sheep God entrusted to him, all the while remembering that he himself needed the constant care and attention of the Good Shepherd.


    Dennis Siebert tells this personal story about his weakness being used by God:


    Early in my pastoral ministry, there were two particular occasions I recall getting up to preach and halfway through the message feeling like it was a total failure. What had made good sense in the office seemed to be coming out total confusion. I wanted to walk off the stage but knew I couldn’t do that. So, in the middle of the message, I prayed, “Lord, this feels like a total failure. If you can use it in any way in someone’s life, please do so for Your glory.” In both cases, someone thanked me for the message during the following week and pointed to a specific comment from the message that had been so useful for a problem they were facing.


    A humble understanding of ourselves is necessary to have a right view of our calling as ministers. Such understanding will prevent us from performing for the crowd and instead encourage us to play to an audience of One (Galatians 1:10). Only then can we help the sheep entrusted to us to see our proper role in their lives and encourage them to keep their gaze on God, their true Shepherd and King.


    What comes to mind when you hear the title “under-shepherd”?


    What role do you feel humility plays in ministry? Practically speaking, what does it look like?


    Describe a time you saw God use your weakness for his glory.


    In what ways do you struggle to “boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me” (2 Corinthians 12:9)?


    Ask God to give you a fresh spirit of humility. Ask him to give you a vision for being a faithful under-shepherd to the flock he’s entrusted to you. Use the space below to jot down any thoughts or insights from your prayer time.


    3. The Process of Restoration: The Journey Back Home


    There are times when we all drift off course. Even ministers stumble into sin, falling short of God’s mark of perfection (Romans 3:23). Some sins result in dismissal from ministry or even legal prosecution. Others, however, go undetected by others.


    Before we can begin our exploration into preventing ministry failure, we first need to seek restoration for any areas of known brokenness in our lives and ministries to this point. As we boldly approach God’s emergency room, the Great Physician waits to bring healing to our broken lives. Once restored, we will be more able to put into practice the “prescriptions” he gives us as preventative measures for maintaining our vitality.


    It’s easy to see how the process of restoration applies to ministers who have been removed from their positions of leadership. Yet this biblical prescription applies to every believer. All Christians are fallen image-bearers of God who still reflect the light of his glory—albeit dimly at times. These principles of restoration apply equally to broken ministers who have been removed from their positions of authority as they do to the rest of us in ministry. We do well to remember with humility, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.”


    Regardless of the nature of our sins or their consequences, the process of restoration remains the same. Restoration of our broken self involves confession, repentance, reconciliation, restitution, accountability and a renewing of the mind.


    CONFESSION AND REPENTANCE


    Every process of restoration begins with an admission to God and (when appropriate) to others the exact nature of our wrongs. This is biblical confession. We are all fallen humans who have inherited an inner predisposition toward rebellion and sin. If we aren’t able to admit to ourselves before God that we’ve sinned, we will forever remain in denial and our heart will become calloused to future sins of the same variety. Admission of sin is the prerequisite for calling the Great Physician for healing.


    Generally speaking, confession to others needs to be public only to the extent that the sin was in the public arena. Godly counsel from those who intimately know both us and the situation can be invaluable in determining what the exact nature of confession should be for a particular situation.


    Restoration isn’t simply a matter of agreeing with God about our situation. We must also repent, changing our future course. We refuse to continue moving away from God and instead turn back to him, committing to what is right. This doesn’t mean we’ll never sin in the same way again. However, by changing our course and surrendering ourselves fully to God we will make ourselves available to his power the next time we’re tempted in this way.


    Which is typically more difficult for you: confession or repentance? Why do you think this is so?


    RECONCILIATION AND RESTITUTION


    Confession and repentance result in the reconciliation of our vertical relationship with God. However, we may need to apply this same process to our horizontal relationships to bring about a similar reconciliation with our spouse, family, friends or those within our ministry. While reconciliation with God may be relatively easy for some, it can be anything but easy when it comes to reconciling with others. Yet reconciliation of our horizontal relationships is the only way to expect our vertical relationship to function as God intended (Matthew 5:23-24; 18:21-35).


    
      What others do or refuse to do in light of our confession isn’t the point. Our part on the road to reconciliation is simply to confess and repent.

    


    Does forgiveness play a role in reconciliation? Scripture doesn’t actually encourage us to “ask” for forgiveness from those offended by our sin. While the Bible does call the offender to confess, extending grace and mercy is the task of the offended. Although God always forgives, others may take a long time to come to such a place—or may never extend forgiveness.


    An offender who asks to be forgiven runs a great risk of either rejection or “premature forgiveness.” Particularly when the offender is someone with power, the request for forgiveness can serve to manipulate the offended, who mouths words that sound like forgiveness but are void of the very mercy that evidences genuine forgiveness.


    When we have offended another, we should not solicit their forgiveness. What others do or refuse to do in light of our confession isn’t the point. Our part on the road to reconciliation is simply to confess and repent.


    Is it more difficult for you to confess and repent before God or before people? Why do you think this is true?


    What lesson(s) do you see taught in Matthew 5:23-24 and 18:21-35?


    To fully reconcile our horizontal relationships, some form of restitution may be needed. In this context, restitution is the act of returning something to as near an original condition as possible. That is, we may have offended someone, misappropriated money, not given someone credit where it was due, neglected to fulfill a promise, deceived someone or taken something that didn’t belong to us. Whatever the situation, corrective action may be required to either actually or symbolically “restore” what was lost as a result of our wrong actions. For example, if we misappropriated money in the ministry, we could confess it, repent of it and seek to reconcile our relationships with those inside the ministry. But that would all be meaningless if we didn’t also replace the stolen money.


    A desire for restitution is a natural byproduct of genuine repentance. Such action was originally sanctioned by God as a part of the Mosaic Law (Exodus 22:1-15, for example). It was also demonstrated by Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10). There are many cases, however, where direct restitution isn’t possible. A son or daughter whom we failed on a promise to attend a school play or championship soccer game cannot be directly repaid. The opportunity to attend that particular event has gone forever. The fallout from an affair can never be made to go back the way things were with either the other party’s spouse or our own. The damage cannot be undone. Restitution in such cases will be limited to some type of symbolic repayment, such as a letter of apology to our daughter for missing her soccer game, taking our son someplace special when we’ve missed his play or seeking post-affair marital counseling. Genuine repentance and reconciliation will also result in an ongoing pattern of restitution, making a habit out of such healthy actions.


    The societal concept of incarceration for lawbreakers was established as a symbolic restitution for certain crimes against society. Being removed from ministry—either temporarily or permanently—is sometimes a reasonable action for more consequential sins, both as an act of symbolic restitution and as a way of preventing additional damage from repeated action in the future.


    Making restitution is often a neglected component in the process of restoration. Think back over your life and ministry. List any wrongs that may still require restitution, along with the name of the person who was hurt and the act of restitution you might consider. If you’re unsure how to make restitution in a particular case, place a question mark next to the person’s name.


    Some offenses cannot be directly made right. Perhaps those with question marks require some type of symbolic restitution. If you’re unsure how best to make restitution, consider asking the advice of a close friend or mentor. Others not as close to the situation may have a clearer perspective and might offer helpful suggestions. Who could you ask for such godly advice?


    STAYING ON THE RIGHT ROAD: ACCOUNTABILITY AND RENEWING THE MIND


    Our old human nature constantly pulls us in the direction of sin. The more habitual a sin has become, the more need there is for an ongoing system of accountability—a set of internal and external constraints established to help prevent future inappropriate behaviors.


    Most people associate accountability almost exclusively with relationships, but external constraints are both relational and nonrelational. In an accountable relationship, we might give a close friend, ministry associate or spouse permission to directly ask us tough questions about our area of struggle. We agree to be completely honest in our answers. Some ministers have formal accountability relationships, where the purpose of the meeting or phone call is only to discuss the issues. Others have informal arrangements, where each periodically asks the other how things are going. Still others simply have an agreement that they can call or meet to request prayer or advice if they begin struggling again in that particular area.


    External constraints may also be nonrelational in nature; that is, things outside ourselves that increase the likelihood we won’t fall to temptation. Examples might be a necklace that has symbolic meaning, a pertinent Scripture posted on the bathroom mirror, or an Internet filter on the home or office computer.


    Internal constraints serve a similar purpose to external constraints. The only difference is that they exist inside us. Meditating on a mental image of Christ, making the choice to call an accountability partner before we slip or finding an alternate route home from work to avoid the allure of our favorite fast-food restaurant are all examples of internal constraints. A common internal constraint related to sexuality is committing to never go anywhere alone with a member of the opposite gender besides our spouse. Ministers who struggle with same-gender sexual temptation might commit similarly to avoiding alone time with anyone of the same gender for whom they feel a strong erotic attraction.


    We will consider more ideas related to accountability in the foundation stones on intimacy and boundaries. For now, consider any sins you’ve been struggling with lately that you already know would be easier to deal with if you added some form of accountability to your spiritual discipline. Whether large or small, list these areas of struggle in the left column on the next page.


    For each one listed, consider an accountability measure you could implement: Start an accountability relationship? Put an external constraint into place? Create an internal constraint? Write specific ideas in the right column next to each area of struggle. Devote prayer to this list and take action as God gives you insight.


    
      

        	
          Area of Struggle

        

        	
          Proposed Accountability Measure

        
      

    



    Renewing the mind (changing our thinking) to better match God’s viewpoint is a helpful part of any attempt at changing behavior. When Scripture speaks of the “heart” it’s referring to the very core of who we are, which includes our inmost thoughts and feelings. If we are going to bring lasting change, we must also change how we think and feel about our areas of struggle internally: “For from the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, all sexual immorality, theft, lying, and slander. These are what defile you” (Matthew 15:19-20 NLT).


    Considering the list you just created, what Scriptures might help align your thinking with God’s point of view?


    RESTORATION IN DAILY LIVING


    The twelve-step community has been a source of encouragement and hope for millions around the world. While it’s true that some who follow their model for sobriety have watered down its message over time, the original twelve steps envisioned by Bill W. were remarkably spiritual and derived from the gospel itself. In twelve-step traditions not only is there an initial point in time where restoration takes place, there is to be an ongoing process of regular restoration characterizing a person’s daily experience.


    Practicing the process of restoration in our daily life will significantly contribute to our long-term health in ministry by taking care of things the moment we recognize something needs attention. Like practicing the disciplines of the faith, practicing self-care as an undershepherd will keep us spiritually healthy so we will have what it takes to respond to each assignment God gives us. Prioritizing self-care using the seven foundation stones helps keep us and our ministry at maximum effectiveness.


    What might a plan for ongoing restoration look like for you?


    4. The Seven Foundation Stones for Effective Long-Term Ministry


    The only thing better than experiencing the process of restoration after removal from ministry is not falling in the first place. By learning from the major reasons for burnout and moral failure over the past few decades, we’ve created a model for not only preventing such damage but for strengthening and enhancing pastoral ministry for the hundreds of thousands who currently serve as Christian ministers. These seven foundation stones can ground us in skills to help ensure long-term effectiveness for us and our ministry.
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    Figure 1. Wall of foundation stones.


    The foundation stones are divided into three categories. Intimacy and calling are about promoting who we are. Stress management, boundaries and re-creation are about protecting what we value. People skills and leadership skills are about practicing how we relate.


    
      In God’s economy, there are three primary venues for genuine biblical intimacy: with God, with others and with a spouse.

    


    WHO WE ARE


    The most foundational of the seven stones have to do with who we are at the core of our being. Whether we’re a full-time missionary, plumber, part-time interim music director or businessperson, intimate relationships are central to who we are and what we were created for. Our unique vocational calling into Christian ministry is also a fundamental part of that identity.


    Intimacy


    We were created for intimacy. Unfortunately the word intimacy has been so overused and misused that some people cringe when they hear it. A pastor once told us, “When I hear that word, I assume you’re talking about sex.” Such misunderstanding is common, influenced as we are by the secular media and our culture. In God’s economy, there are three primary venues for genuine biblical intimacy: with God, with others and with a spouse.


    Intimacy with God is the real and vibrant relationship each of us has been invited to enjoy with our Creator. It’s only from the context of this relationship that other intimate relationships derive their meaning. God also created us to have intimacy within the context of community—that is, with like-minded brothers and sisters in the faith. And while God calls some of us to lifelong celibacy for greater kingdom focus, he calls many more toward intimacy with a believing spouse.


    Although the word intimacy can refer to sexual relations, it is only used this way in its euphemistic sense. But even within the context of marriage, sex was never meant to be experienced apart from intimacy of the soul. Each intimate relationship requires nurturing and protection if we are to enjoy lifelong fulfillment in our ministry calling.


    How would you have most likely defined intimacy before today?


    Based on this overview, draft a working definition of genuine biblical intimacy.


    Calling


    As with intimacy, our calling is central to who we are. While all Christians are called to minister, relatively few are called into the ministry. We received a unique and special call by God when he set us apart for the ministry. Such a calling is cause for humility, gratitude and even a bit of healthy fear that we should be called in such a way.


    
      To be called to something is also to be not called to many other things.

    


    Unfortunately, some in the ministry today serve under a false calling. It is extremely important to be certain our calling is from God and not by some other means. Great damage can be done when those who aren’t truly called attempt to lead without spiritual empowering.


    It is also important to distinguish between the different types of callings in Christian ministry. To be called to something is also to be not called to many other things. A minister shouldn’t feel “called” to be all things to all people. This is not only an impossible demand, it’s also inconsistent with the idea of being called to something in the first place.


    To what extent are you certain of your calling by God for vocational ministry?


    As far as you understand your calling at this point in your ministry career, to what type of ministry have you been uniquely called?


    WHAT WE VALUE


    What matters most in our lives are those things related to our intimate relationships (God, friends and spouse) and to our calling. Three foundation stones help us protect these things.


    Stress Management


    Stress is a reality of life in the modern world. We can’t make it go away, nor would we really want to. Stress is actually the impetus that motivates humans toward accomplishment. It’s not the amount of stress we’re under that causes problems in our lives. Rather, it’s the inability to manage stress that will cause us to call it quits on ministry. Therefore, the goal isn’t to find a stress-free job but to learn to manage the stress we will confront in an effective manner.


    Unfortunately, many ministers have turned to a variety of unhealthy substances and behaviors in attempts to cope with stress. Examples include unregulated prescription drugs, compulsive entertainment, workaholism (under the guise of “serving Christ”) and explosive anger. The presence of these or similar behaviors in our life will serve as feedback that our coping with stress isn’t going so well.


    On a scale of 1 (poor) to 10 (excellent), how effective do you feel at managing stress?


    What would you say are the two or three biggest stressors in your life right now?


    What action could you take that might reduce your overall stress level?


    Boundaries


    The other two foundation stones that help protect what we value are actually specific tools of good stress management. The first is learning to set good boundaries. Just like the physical boundaries around our home, personal boundaries serve to protect the things we value most. For example, if we’re going to say “yes” to accomplishing one thing, we must necessarily say “no” to other things.


    Being called to some things necessarily means being “not called” to others. Boundaries are the tools that help us differentiate the one from the other. Boundaries also help us prioritize the more important of two legitimate callings (such as family needs versus ministry needs). If something must be neglected, clear boundaries help ensure it’s the lesser calling that gets neglected rather than the truly more important one. They protect that which matters most to us according to our values.


    Is there a boundary you know you need to put into place but haven’t for some reason? What is it?


    What’s the biggest reason you’ve hesitated putting this boundary into place?


    Re-creation


    The other foundation stone that’s an outgrowth of healthy stress management is the priority of re-creation. No, this is not a typo! We are talking about recreation, but the real meaning of the word has (like intimacy) been watered down. For too long the church has gone without a theology of re-creation. It’s not just about having fun, wasting time or finding an enjoyable hobby. These are byproducts of re-creation and should not be confused with its purpose. Re-creation is supposed to be a purposeful activity to restore and regenerate us so that we can better pursue our calling and intimate relationships. To neglect re-creation is to potentially resign ourselves to a foreshortened tenure in ministry.


    What are your favorite forms of re-creation?


    What is your most common excuse for neglecting re-creation?


    HOW WE RELATE


    Now we come to the last of the three categories for the foundation stones. We’ve already looked at who we are and what we value. Now let’s examine how we relate, especially with those in our family and sphere of ministry.


    People Skills


    Ministers are called into the people business. Because what we work with most in our vocation is people, it’s critical that we have excellent people skills. Countless Christian leaders have been removed from ministry due to their deficiency relating with others.


    Recall a Christian leader you feel was deficient in people skills. What were some of the consequences of their deficiency? How do you think they could have handled their relationships more effectively?


    Each person has their own personality, style and quirkiness. Fortunately, God in his wisdom has helped us by creating categories of people with similar personalities and giftedness. This allows us to classify people, not for the purpose of discriminating against them but for the purpose of better understanding them. Understanding that certain personalities are easy for us to get along with while others rub us the wrong way is a critical first step toward working well with all types of people.


    Recall someone whose personality has been particularly difficult to bear in your ministry. How would you characterize the nature of the difficulty? Was it their quirkiness, unusual ideas, physical mannerisms?


    What impact did these relational challenges have on your effectiveness in ministry?


    In what ways was their personality significantly different from yours? To what extent were your personalities similar?


    Additionally, we’ll want to have in our tool bag the ability to truly listen and (when necessary) assertively respond. Such skills not only allow us to make others feel at home as we minister to them but also enable us to handle our detractors and naysayers with repose and confidence.


    Leadership Skills


    Like people skills, leadership skills are an important component for effective ministry. While we will naturally gravitate toward certain styles of leadership, others we may have to cultivate. Different leadership skills will be required at various stages throughout our ministry years to accomplish what’s needed for a particular challenge. Similarly, effective leadership styles will vary based on the culture of our ministry setting and that of our ministry’s surrounding community.


    Effective leaders are transformative leaders—that is, they are willing to continuously be remade from the inside out by the power and direction of the Holy Spirit. They are humble learners open to God’s instruction and shaping in their own personal lives.


    On a scale of 1 (poor) to 10 (excellent), how teachable are you as a minister?


    What do you believe is the greatest reason you are sometimes not teachable?


    Before setting out on the rest of this journey, consider the following prayer:


    Father, I humbly ask you to shine the light of your Holy Spirit into my heart to expose where improvements are needed in my life and ministry. Please enable me to be painfully honest with myself and with you as I consider my responses and as you reveal my shortcomings and areas of weakness. I desire to be moldable, teachable and open to what you have for me. Keep me from reading with someone else in mind that “needs it more.” I know it’s me that you desire to change through this process. Most of all, help me to remember it’s not my ministry, but yours. Amen.


    There is great power in ministry where we have first been personally transformed by the One in whose name we minister. Only then will we be able to serve out of the overflow of what God has first poured into us.


    ■   ■   ■


    Below are the answers to the quiz at the beginning of this chapter.


    Of ministers in the United States:


    25 percent have been forced out of or fired from their ministry at least once.


    90 percent feel inadequately trained to cope with ministry demands.


    80 percent believe that pastoral ministry affects their families negatively.


    45 percent say they’ve experienced depression or burnout to the extent that they needed to take a leave of absence.


    40 percent have serious conflict with a church member at least once a month.


    20 percent admit to having an affair while in the ministry.


    37 percent admit that Internet pornography is a current struggle.


    70 percent do not have someone they consider a close friend.

  


  
    FOUNDATION STONE


    1


    INTIMACY


    CONNECTING TO THE HEART OF SUCCESSFUL PASTORING


    If you’re sharing this journey with others in a small group, exchange brief answers to the following questions:


    
      	Where are you from originally?


      	What is your spouse’s name? What are the names/ages of your children/grandchildren (if applicable)?


      	Where did you receive your ministry training (formal or informal)?


      	In what types of ministry settings have you served (including presently)?

    


    Once each person has a chance to share their answers to the above questions, try the next set:


    
      	What is your favorite spectator sport, sports team or athlete?


      	What is your favorite hobby or pastime?


      	If you could live out your latter years anywhere in the world, where might you want to live and why?

    


    Finally, share with the group brief answers to the final set:


    
      	What have you found most challenging about being a minister?


      	Share an experience in which God clearly demonstrated his faithfulness to you.


      	What is the most significant thing you’d like to accomplish in the next five to ten years?

    


    Sharing with the group may have become increasingly difficult with each set of questions. The first set simply requests facts, whereas the second requests opinions, and the final set requires sharing very personal concerns and passions. Answers to questions like this final set offer the opportunity for others to know more about the real us.


    Some may have found this to be the first time in quite a while they’ve been asked to share parts of their genuine self.


    What was this experience like for you?


    1. What Intimacy Really Is


    There is great misunderstanding about the real definition of intimacy among most people. Take a look at the following definitions of intimate/intimacy from the Merriam-Webster and Collins English dictionaries and compare them with your definition back on page 27:


    
      	“Close or warm friendship or understanding; personal relationship” (Collins English Dictionary)



      	“Marked by very close association, contact, or familiarity” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary)



      	“Marked by a warm friendship developing through long association” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary)



      	“Of a very personal or private nature” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary)



      	“A euphemism for sexual relations” (Collins English Dictionary)
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