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“‘Urgently needed’ is my first reaction. Ron Susek is not up in some ivory tower. His education as executive interim pastor in the middle of a local church firestorm put him on solid ground, right in the heat of the potentially destructive forces of conflict. Thanks, Ron; you’ve done a great service to the entire church.”

—David Mainse, Crossroads 

“Ron Susek has one of the most fertile minds around. In Firestorm his writing is comprehensive and solidly scriptural. This book is not only needed but also essential, and it could not come at a better time. I wish it were required reading for every pastor and staff member in America, as well as for every deacon and elder. It is written with passion and precision, it has practical helps, and it will help your church avoid or recover from destructive division.”

—Vander Warner Jr., president, Home Before Dark, Ltd.

“It’s a clear-cut issue: evangelicals must either discover the importance of the unity of the Spirit as commanded in Ephesians 4:3 or discover what it means to live without the backing of God. In Firestorm Ron Susek proves that we can even disagree agreeably. His book is a significant and muchneeded contribution!”

—Dr. John DeBrine, host of Songtime USA 

“With literary skill, spiritual insight, godly wisdom, and genuine concern for the body of Christ, my good friend, Ron Susek, has produced in Firestorm a unique book. I warmly commend it to pastors, elders, deacons, and all involved in the leadership of a local church. Here is a classic work born out of firsthand observation and experience. It offers practical solutions to perennial problems which surface in any congregation of God’s people. To be forewarned is to be forearmed!”

—Rev. Keith Skelton, senior pastor,
 The Open Door Church, Chambersburg, Pa.

“Church conflicts seem to be increasing, so we welcome a volume like this that will be helpful to pastors who find themselves in tense, hostile circumstances.” 

—Luder Whitlock, president, Reformed Theological Seminary 

“Ron Susek has written a most informative and helpful manual for pastors and church leaders. Because of its honesty, compassion, and authenticity, it is far above the level of other books dealing with the same issues. Leaders and nonleaders alike will greatly benefit from reading this detailed study of tensions, frictions, and devastations sometimes found in the Christian church, and they will learn how to overcome them.”

—Dr. Reinhold Kerstan, professor emeritus of preaching 
and communications, McMaster University 

“Many a church and pastor have been deeply wounded as a result of conflicts which have produced a painful separation. Firestorm is a significant tool both for prevention and healing. It should be seriously studied by every congregation, pastor, and seminary student. The fire should be recognized before it becomes a firestorm.”

—Dr. Donald R. Hubbard, pastor emeritus, 
Calvary Baptist Church, New York, NY 

“Simple mistakes, well-intentioned blunders, selfish ambition, power plays, dysfunctional ecclesiastical structures—from this volatile mix, firestorms can result. This book shows how firestorms may be prevented and how to recover from them.”

—Stuart Briscoe, senior pastor, Elmbrook Church 

“For many years I have respected, encouraged, and commended the preaching and counseling ministries of my colleague, Ron Susek. I am delighted that he has now distilled the wisdom and experience of his days in the ‘trenches’ in his new book, Firestorm. It is a masterpiece of pastoralia. For seminary students—and even for senior pastors—there are lessons, warnings, and insights rarely found in literature of this kind. It is a mustread, and I warmly commend it to my colleagues in the ministry.”

—Dr. Stephen F. Olford, founder and senior lecturer, 
The Stephen Olford Center for Biblical Preaching 
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To Jesus Christ and his church 

While conflict within the church does not always indicate that Satan is active, it is clear evidence that the Holy Spirit is absent (1 Cor. 14:33). May this book be used by God to help bring the church out of conflict and into conformity with Christ’s prayer that we become one as he and the Father are one (John 17:22). Only then will God be glorified and the world have a basis to believe (John 17:21).
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FOREWORD

It has been the conclusion of most literarians that the primary determinant of a book’s quality has to be authenticity. Above all else, the author has to know the subject, must be an authority whether by hands-on experience or by acquired knowledge. The more difficult the topic, the greater is the demand for mastery over the subject matter.

In this book, Ron Susek deals with a tragic phenomenon that, for countless thousands of dedicated Christians, has been one of the most traumatic and anguishing experiences through which they have passed. The very title of Firestorm suggests the devastating nature of his subject. But because he brings to the challenge a unique combination of unflinching courage, unfailing compassion, and uncommon experience, this author comes up with solutions that are workable in the most delicate situations. He has produced a book that is authentic in every dimension.

In the most detailed analysis of the nature of church “splits” that I have ever seen, there is some encouragement to be drawn from the fact that “firestorms” actually have a life cycle, with identifiable symptoms in six progressive stages. Another section of the book goes into the conceivable causes of church conflict—a most helpful portion because it alerts everyone to the potential sources of trouble, which deserve eternal vigilance if the ultimate danger is to be avoided. Then, following a thorough discussion on real “firefighting techniques” themselves—that is, the preventing and overcoming of major conflagrations—the author provides key insights to the process of rebuilding a church which has been damaged by internal dissension.

The remarkable aspect of this book is how Ron Susek manages to coalesce his knowledge of “how to” minutiae in dealing with the mundane entanglements of human nature, with his evangelist’s zeal for the divine welfare of a suffering church. By interlacing Scriptural references throughout the book, his overarching message is that Christ loved his church and gave his life for it. It is that everlasting love that, once received into the hearts of troubled people, has the power to quench any firestorm that may threaten their individual lives or their corporate church life.

—D. James Kennedy 



INTRODUCTION

This book is about church conflict—the kind that is so destructive I’ve selected the title Firestorm.

I did not choose to write this book; it demanded to be written after I was privileged to assist a southern Pennsylvania church through recovery from one of the ugliest firestorms a church could endure. The bad news about that conflict was that it sent a wonder-story of church growth to the brink of oblivion. The good news was that a remnant fought back from the brink in a manner pleasing to God, and the church stands today—greatly reduced in numbers but vibrant in spirit.

This is not the story of that church, but the learning curve over the firestorm’s two-year period, and its subsequent recovery, was so sharp I asked the church elders if I may write a book about the principles we learned. They said, “Please do, with our blessing.”

The Lancaster (Pa.) Sunday News has correctly stated that “problems can erupt whether congregations are large or small, rural or urban, liberal or fundamental.” Can major church conflict be overcome? Yes. But not without stretching those involved beyond measure. If the conflict turns into a full-blown firestorm, it will require God working far beyond human capabilities to bring the church back from destruction.

While working with Myerstown (Pa.) Grace Brethren Church at the invitation of the elders and congregation to help it recover from its horrific firestorm, I learned firsthand the wisdom of the words of Dr. Roy Roberts, a nearby pastor: “No church is more than twentyfour hours away from a major conflict breaking out. In less than a year, it can destroy years of hard work and growth.”

Roy had no way of knowing that one small misjudgment would lead to a destructive firestorm in his own church, resulting in months of humiliation and eventual expulsion. Not long after that, Roy, who was in his early fifties, suffered a major stroke, the cause of which could be traced back to the stress he suffered.

Frankly, by conventional measuring sticks, there was not a chance in the world for Myerstown Grace Brethren Church to survive—but it did! And that is the message of this book. If that congregation could overcome in the strength and wisdom of the Lord, any congregation can. This “Gideon’s army” turned back formidable forces to again be rightfully called Myerstown Grace Brethren Church.

The obvious question in this or any other firestorm is, What went wrong? However, there was no time to discover the answer. The church was on the verge of collapse, and the remnant was in despair, so the first task was to gain freedom from a collective sense of guilt and unworthiness. Developing deeper relationships based upon mutual respect was invaluable. The elders chose to make biblically correct decisions no matter the cost. Quiet and humble in spirit, they never forced decisions upon the church but explained the what and why of their actions. The church’s financial picture was bleak. Survival was a stretch. Every dollar went to make debt-retirement payments and meet the costs of bare-bones operation. When the church became restless in the long search for the right pastor, we instituted a monthly day of fasting and prayer, and it continues to this day. God’s hand was evident when, following the first day of prayer, serious negotiations began with Rev. Keith Shearer, who six months later became the new pastor. By the end of my stay, God had delivered MGBC from the destructive force of her firestorm. Two and a half years after the arrival of its new pastor, the church engaged in a major remodeling program, with corresponding signs of increasing spiritual health.

If I were asked what was the greatest factor in this church’s recovery, I would say believing and obeying God! Sound simplistic? I hope not, because it certainly wasn’t. To believe God meant doing everything his way. That often ran against the grain of human logic. It definitely smashed head-on into our comfort zones, which preferred to avoid rather than confront serious problems. But we were determined to see God part a modern-day Red Sea.

The lessons learned from these experiences and extended research are what I want to put into your hands, in hopes that the Myerstown victory will become a common tale for many churches. I am not free to expand on the Myerstown story, because that could improperly reopen some old wounds. But this book is based on many experiences of actual people and events in places ranging from Maine to California. You may even think you recognize your story in it. One pastor who read a draft of the book said, “My wife and I laughed and cried as we read our way through almost every paragraph. We thought Ron must have written this book while sitting in the back pew of our church.”

Perhaps, in a way, I am telling your story, because the principles of human behavior are universal. In that sense, you’ll see similarities between these composite stories and your church. But from this point forward, though real people are involved, every name will be fictitious unless otherwise stated.

The life cycle of a church firestorm has six observable phases, and as we trace them all, we’ll stop at each phase for analysis and suggested actions. Watch for the potpourri of blunders, misjudgments, and misconduct by everyone—from the pastor to the staff, from the elders to the congregation.

My intent is to show the flesh-and-blood realities behind every ministry—for two reasons. First, it is necessary to see that there are very few innocent victims. They exist, but are rare. Friction between two people generally results from abrasiveness on both sides. Second, I hope you will be able to identify the sources of your conflict by observing them in others. You’ll learn to discern the signs of conflict and properly respond to them.

If you are a pastor, absorb the sections especially designed for you. Then get copies into the hands of your church leaders and have them carefully read sections designed for them. Go on a retreat together for discussion and planning as an act of spiritual fire prevention. Also, there are sections church members need to read to discover their role and responsibility.

I have only one regret with this book, and it’s the regret of every writer: You should see the stuff the publisher made me cut to get this information between two covers! But my friend and guide at Baker Book House, Paul Engle, believes the church will get along just fine without it, and that’s probably so. There is a bright side to this. If, after you’ve finished reading, you would like more information about people to contact (such as consultants) or places to go (i.e., resource centers), I have a file bulging larger every month with material I’d be glad to send your way. So just get in touch. My postal and e-mail addresses are at the back of the book.

As my days of being designated “executive interim leader” of the unconquerable church in Myerstown drew to a close, I found a part of me not wanting to leave. I experienced increasing pain when people expressed regret over my impending departure. Warm smiles, hugs, and handshakes were ways of saying, “We’re friends for life.” To my pleasant surprise, however, rather than meaning “it’s over” with their good-byes, many chose to support my present ministry in prayer. Even now, the pastor and church are reaching out with me through this book, hoping to empower pastors and churches everywhere to overcome firestorms.



PART 1
 LIFE CYCLE OF A FIRESTORM 

Firestorms have an observable life cycle. Just as a firestorm in nature can be predicted by weather patterns, so can patterns in human relationships reveal where a group is in the life cycle of a firestorm.

Leadership must know the weather patterns and be prepared for quick action to rescue a church from ruin. Indecision is as dangerous as making wrong decisions. A firestorm that runs full cycle can result in spiritual deadness that lasts for generations . . . provided the church survives at all.



1PHASE 1
SPARKS

Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark.

James 3:5 

Fires generally start from a small spark. Sparks of conflict between people are generated all the time and rarely go out. They can smolder, often for years, in a deep emotional memory bank before erupting into a firestorm. To assume they will vanish is a grave mistake. So it was for Steve Gates and Central Baptist Church of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

Steve graduated from seminary at age twenty-five, filled with quixotic fervor. Two weeks later he was a candidate for Central’s senior pastor position. His talent and demeanor were about to sweep him past the maturing process of first holding associate positions and land him the top job at the outset. But ambition and ability cannot replace maturation under a mentor. No one on the pastoral search committee could have asked the right questions to unmask the impairments and hidden agendas beneath Steve’s sparkling veneer. Only pressure and time could reveal such things—even to Steve himself.

Nor did Steve know all the right questions to ask the committee. Could he really succeed as a young pastor following Dr. Jim Barnes, who had founded, then pastored the congregation of two hundred and forty for thirty-seven years? Was he developed enough to perceive the complexities of existing relationships? He gave no hint that anything was too big to handle.

Over the next three days of Steve’s candidacy, he appeared to be a godsend. The church leaders said they wanted Central to grow, and Steve had the goods. His striking appearance enhanced his commanding elocution. He championed Baptist traditions. His snappy suits were a jump-start into the present from Dr. Barnes’s tired, unpressed trousers. Yesss! . . . he’ll even reach the youth. This thought quieted some older people who had doubts.

What about doctrine and theology? Very important! Steve scored high. Conservative views aligned. But there was another consideration . . . unmentioned, but vital—culture.While Steve dressed executive straight, there were unspoken differences in attitudes. Style of music, method of worship, manner of praying, and a thousand other unseen likes and dislikes lay hidden, ready to take on doctrinal ferocity if crossed. The church’s culture formed a river of heartfelt familiarity, a sense of safety and identity, even establishing people’s sense of well-being. Board members didn’t catch Steve placating, rather than honoring, them with his answers. And Steve didn’t perceive the importance of an established culture. He didn’t realize how deeply personal preferences could be defended as divinely inspired. But everyone liked him. He knew it and assumed this meant they would be thrilled when the real Steve emerged—the explosively zealous young man with untested plans. He underestimated the “sacredness” of culture, as well as the strength of invisible power structures. 

For instance, there was Ned Friendly, who held no office but had shared a close, mutually-significant friendship with Dr. Barnes. Serious church issues were discussed on the golf course, and Ned’s fingerprints could be seen all over the outcome. Board member Bob Barkley was a willful, demanding, impetuous man in his mid-thirties. Being a salesman by day and a sports enthusiast by night, he thought all problems could be overcome with a good quarterback and a motivational slogan. Trustee Mark Mulrooney had taken over a large family business but still lived in the shadow of his eccentric father, whose ways drove Mark to obsession with correctness and conformity. While Mark didn’t flaunt his wealth, it was known that his large tithes often delivered the church from shortfalls. And then there was Jim Bender, who was actually his wife’s spokesman on the board. Unlike his wife, he lacked strong personal ideas and convictions. Everyone knew that what he said at one board meeting may change by the next, all depending on how his wife reacted at home.

Steve was unable to read these dynamics because he lacked the quiet, unobtrusive love with which a seasoned pastor slowly enters an established culture. He was assessing how the money people could help him fulfill his dreams. He was not aware that many wanted a Dr. Barnes reincarnated in Steve’s youthful skin. Acceptance on both sides could only come by adjustments over time. The unanswered question was whether they would respect and reinforce each other until time made them one.

Cultures also have systemic problems, and CBC was no exception. Abusive power, even sin, lay deep in the structure. For instance, Bob Bulrich and Ivan Erikson had an unresolved dispute. Bob’s son had romanced Ivan’s daughter into engagement, then betrayed her for another. Ivan’s daughter had started taking drugs, then had a child out of wedlock, all of which Ivan blamed on Bob’s son. Ivan also resented Bob for acting as though his son had done no harm.

Bob, on the other hand, resented Ivan, thinking he should “act like a man” and just get over it. The old wound festered into bitterness, preventing the two families from agreeing on any church decision. Bob found sordid delight in knowing that he could flick the wound, causing it to thump anew, by opposing Ivan’s ideas. Friends sided with each family, forming contentious power blocks.

Steve, too young to have been ripened on the vine and crushed in the winepress, was driven by impatient idealism, not weathered wisdom. More like Napoleon than Paul, he didn’t understand the timing of grace. Nor did he detect that the board was concealing existing problems with spiritual cosmetics, making the church sound like a preview of heaven. Steve was shown the rope of opportunity but not the hangman’s noose at the end.

The weekend of Steve’s candidacy drew to a close. It was time for the vote. Steve passed, at least for the present. He became Central Baptist’s senior pastor. But already small sparks of disagreement had started a slow burn that eventually would explode into a full-blown firestorm.

The proverbial honeymoon began. Pastor Steve Gates and wife Heather were anxious to get started. They had two children, Michael, age three, and Michelle, eighteen months. Any lingering doubts within the congregation were diminished by Heather’s warm, naive personality and the laughter of two innocent children.

But it wasn’t long before Steve bumped into resistance. Attitudes differed over church growth. While growth was desirable, the methods to be used and the changes it would bring caused division.

The first five years whisked by as Steve worked with tornadic force, always trying to compress two days’ work into one. To him, the mandate was clear: The church said it wanted to grow, and he was the person to lead the charge. He was overflowing with ideas and dreams, all of which were fanned by attending numerous seminars on church growth. He launched efforts to increase membership—a bus ministry, concerts with Christian celebrities, well-known guest speakers, competition with attendance rewards—all well-intended. 

The silent resistance Steve encountered resulted from opposition to that one accursed word—change. Steve lowered his head like a linebacker and charged the opposition, accusing dissenters of lacking spiritual concern for the lost. In time, some viewed Steve as a threat to the way “God had led them” for thirty-seven years. Some familiar comfort zones were shrinking, pushed in by such occasions as the day Steve invited recording star Wanda Blondell to perform in a concert costing eighty-five hundred dollars. The church had to kick in three thousand dollars to pay her when ticket sales fell below expectations. Some on the board were angry that this never had been approved. Others argued that they must stand behind the pastor, since he was sent by God. Still another group didn’t like the kind of people Wanda’s upbeat music attracted. Younger people, though, wanted to smash the organ and have someone like Wanda every week. Steve secretly felt the foot-draggers were satanic plants. The church had never faced questions like, “Are we ready for change, or are we demanding conformity?” “Can we make concessions, or are we expecting compliance?” “Will we forfeit comfort, or cling to convenience?” Suddenly those questions were raised with a jolt.

Sparks that wouldn’t die out started falling among the pews. Older men on the board wanted to harness and direct Steve’s energies. He viewed them as trying to tie him down. Younger members of the board urged him on. Like Solomon’s son Rehoboam, Steve deepened his resolve to lead the charge of the young rather than be a spiritual father to all ages.

The end of the first five years marked a pivotal moment. Attendance pushed five hundred. The church had to enlarge its facility or experience loss. Steve sat dreaming. Vision inspired vision. He envisioned not only a new auditorium with an educational wing but also a large campus housing an academy and a retirement facility. He foresaw a compound where missionaries could recuperate. He was intrigued by the idea of starting a seminary. He jotted down a generic name for it: Kingdom Seminary. Subconsciously he saw this as a way to assure his posterity, so he tore up that piece of paper and wrote another name: Gates Theological Seminary. He felt a flush of warmth at the thought of a life-size bronze of himself, raised before an ivydraped stone archway. Popularity whispered into his ear that people would want this bronze, even though it was foreign to apostolic attitudes.

His second five years became a frenzy of new projects: radio broadcasts, television programs, and buildings. Numerical growth accelerated. When Steve returned from seminars with new ideas, they had to be instituted immediately. Unfortunately, no one was able to see the bad seeds being sown among the good.

Steve, like many young ministers, fastened his eyes on another spiritual leader, who was rising in prominence. He patterned his ministry after this man’s success. He didn’t sort the good from the bad but adopted everything just because it seemed to work. Steve focused on a model, not a mentor. The model was a heavy-handed leader who led by entrepreneurial dictate, not servant leadership— a serious flaw. But because attendance shot over a thousand, pragmatism ruled: If it worked, it must be right.

Despite the conflicts, the church was still in the early stage of experiencing occasional falling sparks, a happy time when people were relating to each other with goodwill, measured respect, humor, tolerance, and anticipation of more good things to come. As in all congregations, new problems always were emerging, but they never threatened the church as a whole.

There was an ongoing feud between Joan and Barbara, two choir members locked in fierce rivalry over solo opportunities. Then there was Fred the custodian, who threatened to quit if certain elders didn’t stop parking on the grass by the entrance. Numerous complaints surfaced about the language Fred used when someone walked on a floor he had just polished.

Many people grappled with personal and family problems, often affecting relationships within the church. Sarah, for instance, who had been emotionally abused by a domineering father, had a distorted view of manhood and womanhood. She saw all men as power freaks and thought women had to fight for their rights.

Dave and Carol Goodman left the church because the services were too “professional and showy,” conflicting with their simple Plymouth Brethren background. A small charismatic group pressed for a more experiential faith. Another group thought Steve was too conservative for the University of Pittsburgh intellectuals.

Financial growth brought its own problems. At budget time, cries for more funds came from every department. This led to serious staff tensions and committee conflicts. Henrietta Blander insisted that music was the key ingredient to church growth. Dwayne and Sylvia Ferndon argued that the music was too traditional and that the youth were the future of the church, so programs for them were where the big dollars should go. And so it was that each division thought its planet was the center of the universe.

Then came conflicts among the seven full-time staff members and three volunteers. Steve discovered that, while all the staffers he had hired agreed to their job descriptions, hidden agendas were tucked into their back pockets. Within three months, each was doing things the way he or she thought God’s work should be done. Steve worked hard to keep the staff united in spirit and purpose. Then came the unexpected. He noticed some staffers were carving out chunks of church members as loyalists around themselves. These became political power blocks to be used as bargaining chips for achieving their desires. Resentment and distrust grew within the staff.

Still, these were only the normal sparks generated by a group of any size. Nothing was unmanageable. The church was moving forward. As years passed, Steve and the church won national acclaim. Denominational leaders pointed their fingers in his direction anytime they wanted to show other pastors “how to do it.” But no one realized the complexity of difficulties that, at times, made Steve want to leave the ministry.

Slowly, the unthinkable took place. Steve became more absorbed with his goals than in meeting people’s needs. He increasingly used his shepherd’s staff as a club to drive rather than as a hook to guide. He spurned people for feeling hurt or misunderstood, leaving issues unresolved. To him, talking out problems was a sign of weakness. He raised a wall around himself, not permitting anyone to peer over and see his own flaws. While this appeared as strength to the imperceptive, Steve was violating a cardinal truth: The wall one builds around his heart to keep out future pain locks in present and past problems. The apostle Paul’s teaching about finding Christ’s strength in weakness made good preaching but didn’t get applied to Steve’s personal life.

With eyes fastened upon his model, Steve forged ahead. Growth became his benchmark for success. People grew uneasy about the mounting debt. When elders tried to talk to him about cutting back, he sharply chided them for their lack of faith. If anyone persisted with their concerns, he warned them not to “touch God’s anointed.” He gradually turned from a servant-minister to a demanding master. Still, no one could foresee this ascending rocket exploding in midair. Success gave the illusion of invincibility.

The board should have seen Steve’s error, but no one discerned the signs. This was the time when the church should have fulfilled its role, one that even seminaries are not equipped to do—mature pastors. Seminaries can only provide the tools for personal and professional growth. But wisdom and maturity are products of the pressures and practice of pastoring. By not detecting and addressing Steve’s improper motivation, the board ultimately failed the church. Herein, the board shared full responsibility for the coming firestorm.

As the church approached the end of the first decade with Steve, some elders believed he no longer was the same person who first came to the church. But he was. People and events were not making Steve what he was; they were unmasking what he was. One day elder Charles Bradley met with Steve in his office. “Pastor,” he said, “some people who are feeling neglected have talked to me. Is there a chance you could do a little more visitation?” Steve sighed with disgust. Charles felt like a fool for mentioning the matter, although he knew he was right.

“Charles,” Steve responded, “aren’t you satisfied with my sermons?” “Yes, of course. Everyone thinks you are a great expositor.”

“And aren’t you pleased with our growth and building programs?” Steve asked like a trial lawyer.

 “Of course, of course, Pastor.”

“Well, I can’t be out running around to hospitals, nursing homes, and family picnics, while at the same time building this church.” Steve stood silent, his closing statement made.

Charles walked away, feeling tongue-lashed by a cold, harsh spirit. He couldn’t explain it, just felt it. He felt insignificant and powerless. As an elder, he should have some access to the pastor’s heart. But the truth was painfully clear. He felt like a worthless pawn, not a coservant. His spurned attempt to help Steve started a smoldering frustration in Charles’s heart.

In this exchange, Steve was hiding behind his strength, rather than facing his weakness. He never analyzed himself deeply enough to realize that his aloofness was rooted in his lack of love for people. The thought of sitting with a mature saint in a nursing home almost suffocated him. His mind was churning with ideas on how to preach to a larger audience by adding more television stations. He was consumed by how to raise money to finance his plans. People? They’d have to understand and appreciate what they had in a pastor and stop wanting more.

Charles wasn’t the only one to bump into Steve’s resolve. Parishioners often left his office from counseling sessions feeling as though he had not really heard them. Sometimes, when people needed his help, he was either bent over a new set of blueprints or masterminding another promotional scheme. They had neither his interest nor his attention.

For instance, while Mary Sadler was unloading her burden to Steve about her son’s disregard for authority, Steve grabbed a pen and wrote a note. She was pleased to think that he was that interested in her problem. Steve dismissed himself, claiming to need some water. He went to the outer office and whispered to his secretary, Paula Harth, to set up an appointment with the contractor for the retirement village. While he was out, Mary looked at the note, curious to know what she had said that was so important. She read, 

“Get final blueprint draft from Paul Craft.” Disappointment surged through her. She was visibly shaken when Steve returned, and abruptly excused herself and left. She felt mugged, violated, cheated. She told no one of her hurt, but unknowingly joined a long list of people who would not stand behind Steve in the hour of fiery trial.

Steve thought that people should simply get over whatever bothered them and move on to the bigger picture. He forgot that in God’s heart people are the picture. He lost sight of Jesus’ priorities. Steve’s focus was on crowds, not individuals—a motivation agitated by the lure of celebrity status, a cancer of our media age. He forgot that the only mantle of greatness is to carry a towel of service (John 13:13–17).

Spiritually minded people grew uneasy. They sensed trouble was on the horizon but couldn’t define it. Edna Neel and other intercessors felt led to pray, often finding themselves disturbed in the middle of the night. Only God could know how many sparks of unrest flickered in people’s hearts.

Let’s analyze what is happening in this initial phase. Firestorms ignite from various sparks:

• Someone has an unthreatening complaint about the pastor or board.

• A group is in conflict over a procedural issue.

• Some feel the board is acting unfairly on a problem.

• A group is unhappy about a certain direction the church is taking.

• Someone feels slighted or insulted.

• A pastor may be abusing his position.

The unhappy people generally lack the clout, desire, or fortitude to set a firestorm into motion, so they use small power plays to express their grievance:

• They quit the choir.

• They stop giving.

• They complain to family and friends.

• They formally complain to the board.

• They leave the church.

If enough people suffer injustice (perceived or real), in time a firestorm will erupt.

Most people who raise issues in phase one intend good, not harm, for the church. They simply want to vent and resolve their grievances, after which they will resume normal participation. If they are not satisfied, they may withdraw from involvement. Above all, they are not troublemakers.

The Natural Dynamics of Phase 1 

Natural dynamics of human relationships on this level:

1. Real, God-given differences exist in people, such as:

• Goals: What people want to see happen for themselves, their families, and the church.

• Needs: What people require for their children, personal growth, cultural traditions, and religious experience.

• Perspectives: Everyone views issues from a different set of experiences and will naturally approach problems from these various points of view.

• Values:People’s codes of right and wrong, worth and worthlessness are determined from a wide range of views, from biblical absolutes to humanistic relativism.

• Methods:How people believe things should be done—how to organize, lead, and have authority roles.

• Interests:Myriad personal preferences, such as style of worship, type of music, architecture.

We must be very clear at this point that these differences generally are not sinful or evil but God-given. These legitimate differences must be respected and honored, as well as blended (which is basic in spiritual growth), otherwise they will produce a long series of sparks that can ignite a firestorm. On this level, people can still be led to respond to their differences through the following:

• Acceptance (I choose to want you.)

• Adjustment (I choose to change for you.)

• Appreciation (I choose to understand you.)

People are not competing in their differences on this level; rather, they are tolerant and even enjoy their differences. When this normal interaction moves into conflict, harmless differences become emotional focal points. Not all firestorms start with malicious intent, just a lack of maturity in handling these differences. If leadership fails here, people’s dispositions will change from collaborative to adversarial.

While leadership ministers, it is God alone who molds. When people’s distinctiveness is ignored and an attempt is made to conform everyone to the leadership’s image, small fires ignite. Peter wrote of proper leadership, “Not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock” (1 Peter 5:3). True pastoral leadership nurtures the best in people, even if the people’s various perspectives cause the pastor’s path for the church to meander like a stream in directions that don’t fit his straight-line goals. A pastor must be primarily given to the people’s good and not his own inflexible goals.

This is not to suggest that the church is run by a disjointed collection of opinions. That would be as ridiculous as a football team on which each man ran in any direction he desired. Randomness is anarchy when applied to human behavior. The Scriptures enjoin people to honor leadership (1 Thess. 5:12–13). Still, leadership is God-given to direct, not dominate.

When leadership dominates, people feel they are doing the leaders’ ministry and not being equipped to do their own ministry, resulting in either anger or ambivalence. A pastor is not directed to get people to do the pastor’s ministry but to equip believers to fulfill their ministries (Eph. 4:11–12). When the minister equips people instead of using them to accomplish his own agenda, they generally gain a sense of ownership that makes them highly productive.

2. During this phase, when problems emerge, most people are still focused on issues. They are not attacking each other. There is keen interest in solving a mutual problem.

3. People use respectful, considerate, noncondemning language. 

4. In a desire to solve the problem, both sides are not threatened by sharing information and ideas. They are not protecting their positions. Suspicion has not set in.

5. People remain rational in problem-solving. Resolution comes either through informal, personal settlements or in formal ways, such as voting. There is not a sense of mortal loss if one’s position doesn’t win.

6. People are focused on a resolution that can give everyone a sense of winning because the cause of Christ benefits. Every effort is made to have each person’s ideas and contribution be part of the solution. If someone’s perspective is bypassed, the greatest care is taken to make the person understand why it would not have worked well at this point. But the person is still made to feel appreciated and needed—not devalued.

Recommendations for Phase 1 

• Never allow church growth to shift the emphasis away from the value of the individual. Discipling people does not mean to nurture them until they are mature enough to be ignored. Relationship is central to God’s plan. It is generally considered that when a significant percentage of the congregation (10 to 15 percent, according to experts) feels used for the “cause,” rather than valued and honored as a worthy part of the cause, then phase two is at the doorstep.

• Hold special meetings twice a year—one with an emphasis for believers, and the other for evangelism. Using the gifts given for equipping the body is crucial (Eph. 4:11–16).

• “Discovering the Real You” is a video series available through SEA that can be helpful in resolving conflict. (See “Recommended Resources.”)

• Hold periodic leadership retreats, not for business but for spiritual and relational development.

• Periodically study the biblical purpose and function of the board. Spiritual leadership and business leadership are different functions.

• Promptly respond to complaints and concerns with fairness and justice. Small offenses and misunderstandings rarely go away on their own.

• Conduct an exit interview to find out why people are leaving your church. They may give clues of a coming firestorm.

• At least once a year, take the board and church through the approved master plan. Never assume people are on track without keeping the plan before them. If they lose ownership of the master plan, it has already ceased to be a master plan and is reduced to the pastor’s personal plan. Distrust develops if the leader gets too far out in front.

• Keep the staff clear in direction and united in spirit. Personal hidden agendas among staff are among the greatest causes of conflict.
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