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body of Christ, but rather to help others learn from the 

experiences of one who has been intimately involved in the 

challenging quest for shared power. These events will be 

shared in the body of the paper, as appropriate, and summa-

rized in chapter seven. 



CHAPTER TWO 

AUTHORITY AND POWER IN THE CHURCH 

It is hard to acknowledge that power struggles are 

found in the church. We often assume that as the people of 

God, who are led by the Spirit of the Lord, and controlled 

by the love of Christ, that we will naturally grow in 

Christ-likeness. As a result, quests for power and authori-

ty are not considered compatible with the Christian faith. 

Unfortunately, that is not at all the case. Power struggles 

are a fact of life for a congregation, any congregation, 

just as they are for any human organization. Steinke con-

tends Dietrich Bonhoeffer was speaking of the power strug-

gles found within the first century church when he wrote, 

"At the very beginning of Christian fellowship there is 

engendered an invisible, often unconscious, life and death 

contest" (Life Together, 90).1  

An event in Jesus' ministry shows the reality of 

power struggles in the church. Mark the Evangelist tells of 

James and John approaching Jesus with a personal request: 

"Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left 

in your glory" (Mark 10:37). Mark then shares the reaction 

1Steinke, ix. 
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the other ten: "They became indignant" (Mark 10:41). A 

power struggle was at work. The other ten were asking 

themselves, "What gives them the right to seek that posi- 

qualified as they? Haven't we tion? Are we not just as 

suffered as they have? 

as they have? Haven't we 

they have received?" 

Jesus quelled the 

source of authentic power 

those who are regarded as 

over them, and their high 

received the same instructions 

rebellion when he defined the 

in the Church. "You know that 

rulers of the Gentiles lord it 

officials exercise authority over 

Haven't we been called by Jesus just 

them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become 

great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to 

be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did 

not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as 

a ransom for many" (Mark 10:42-45). 

With that statement, Jesus introduces the paradox of 

power in the church. The greatest, the most powerful person 

in the Kingdom of God is the one who serves. The weakest, 

the least powerful person in the Kingdom of God is the one 

who takes positions of power and authority by force, or by 

assuming that it is his or hers by virtue of one's call, 

election, position or tenure of membership. 

Properly understood, by its very nature, power in 

the Christian Church is a humbling word. It is a word that 

says "I need others. I cannot accomplish this task of 
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ministry alone. I need the assistance of others. I need to 

share the power and authority of the Gospel with other 

people." That is the underlying concept of collaborative 

leadership, of shared power. It is a concept that is rooted 

and grounded in the gospel in the proper sense: God's love 

for humanity shown in the death and resurrection of Jesus, 

and God's gift of the ministry of Word and Sacrament to his 

people collectively. Jesus described where true power is 

found: in the gospel, and in the relationships the gospel 

creates when it is at work in the lives of the people of 

God. 

Though the word generates discomfort, nevertheless, 

power is a necessary part of parish ministry. Power is 

always found within the Christian Church. When used as God 

intends, it builds the church and allows the Spirit of God 

to work salvation in the hearts of people. However, when 

power is exercised improperly, the congregation will suffer. 

If power and authority are understood as a gift of God to 

the people of God, the church can experience the healthy 

benefits of shared power in ministry. Whitehead and White-

head note, "[When using power appropriately,] religious 

authorities engender faith, foster growth, and stir us to 

virtuous action".2  To clearly understand what is meant by 

both, the words authority and power will be described based 

2Whitehead and Whitehead, 35. 
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on their biblical usage, particularly as they relate to the 

relationship of the people of God to their Lord. 

Authority 

The Greek word, exousia, is rendered in a 

variety of ways in the English translation: Authority, 

right, power, disposal, ability, control and dominion. The 

word is also applied to a number of people or positions, the 

most popular being the exousia belonging to God. In addi-

tion, the Scripture speak of the exousia of the dark side of 

the created world, authority belonging to God's people, the 

authority to preach the Gospel and the authority to govern. 

Even though the word is used in a variety of contexts, the 

Scriptures make clear that all exousia is of divine origin. 

Jesus' exousia came from God (Mat 9:6, Mat 28:18, John 5:27 

and John 10:18). The exousia of the disciples and apostles 

to preach and teach in the name of Jesus came from God (Mat 

10:1, Mat 28:18-19, 1Co 9:4ff. and 2Co 10:8 and 13:10). The 

exousia to be called "children of God" is from God (John 

1:12). The kingdom of darkness exercises exousia with the 

of God, so that in the end, the will of God might be shown 

(Col 2:10-15). Finally, St. Paul makes the blanket state-

ment that "there is no exousia except that which God has 

established" (Rom 13:1-2). 

In the wider uses of the term in Scripture, human 

authority frequently refers to the authority given to rulers 

and kings. However, this exousia is given either by the 
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people, or by divine right (Gen 41:35, Num 27:20, Deu 1:15, 

Neh 3:7, Est 9:29, Isa 22:21 and Mat 8:9). 

Exousia is also used to describe a person's ability 

to exercise power because permission has been given by 

another person or institution. Some notable examples are 

found in Matthew 9:6, when Jesus shows that he was given the 

authority to forgive sins; Matthew 10:1, when the disciples 

were given the authority to drive out evil spirits and heal 

the diseased and sick in the name of Jesus; and Matthew 

21:23-24, when the religious leaders asked Jesus who gave 

him authority to preach and teach in the temple. In nearly 

every case, human authority is that which is given to or 

received from another; it is not self-imposed. 

There are only two exceptions to this. The first is 

found in Jeremiah 5:31: "The prophets prophesy lies, the 

priests rule by their own authority, and my people love it 

this way. But what will you do in the end?" Here the word 

refers to the temple priests who ruled by their own authori-

ty, without a call from the Lord. The prophet describes the 

result as "appalling and horrible" (Jer 5:31). 

The other occurrence is found in Jesus' comment in 

John 10:17-18: "The reason my Father loves me is that I lay 

down my life--only to take it up again. No one takes it 

from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authori-

ty to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This 

command I received from my Father." Jesus tells us that he 
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chose to use his authority to lay down and take up his life. 

But he tells us he did so in response to the command he 

received from his Father. His authority to lay down and 

take up his life was given by another, not something he 

assumed for himself. It was an act of obedience. 

Yet, when divine authority is described, there is no 

mention of giving and receiving. Divine authority is simply 

from God to God. The source of God's authority is found in 

God himself. This includes the ability to forgive sins 

(Mat 9:8), the ability to create humanity as God himself 

chooses (Rom 9:21), and God's exousia over the powers and 

authorities of this world. 

In summary, authority held by human beings can only 

be given, it cannot be taken. When it is taken by force, 

the results are disastrous. Divine authority, on the other 

hand, is God's simply because he is God. This is signifi-

cant in understanding the nature of authority in the church. 

Genuine authority is always given first from God to the 

church, or from God to a person in a position of responsi-

bility, i.e., the apostles. 

Power 

Where exousia refers to authority that is given, the 

word dunamis is used to describe an individual's attributes, 

ability or character. For instance, in Genesis 49:3 and 

Judges 6:2, power refers to physical strength. Power is 

also identified as the oppression of others by those who use 
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their ability in a self-indulgent manner (Jud 6:9, Pro 

28:12, 28 and Ecc 4:1). In addition, power is equated with 

the ability to act with wisdom (Pro 3:27, 8:14 and 24:5), 

that is, using one's intellectual skills toward a specific 

purpose. Finally, power is equated with pride, "You may say 

to yourself, 'My power and the strength of my hands have 

produced this wealth for me,'" (Deu 8:17). But this power 

is in reality a lack of power: "When a wicked man dies, his 

hope perishes; all he expected from his power comes to 

nothing" (Pro 11:7). 

Taking a closer look, however, dunamis, like 

exousia, is given. Dunamis is identified as evidence of 

divine exousia found in God and humanity. For example, Jude 

reminds us, "to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, 

power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord" (Jude 

25). When Jesus did his mighty works (dunamis), the people 

of Nazareth asked where he got his dunamis, supposing him to 

be the son of Joseph and Mary (Mat 13:55). At the ascension 

of our Lord, the angel promised the disciples dunamis from 

on high, enabling the followers of Jesus to bear witness to 

the work of the risen and ascended Lord (Acts 1:8). Paul 

points to the gospel as the dunamis of God, capable of 

bringing salvation to all who believe (Rom 1:16). Finally, 

Paul points Christians to the dunamis of God as the source 

of his proclamation, signs and wonders (Rom 15:19). In 

other words, dunamis refers to the power of God at work in 
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the life and witness of the people of God (1Co 1:23, 2:4-5; 

2Co 4:7). 

As with authority, clearly the power of God belongs 

to God by virtue of his divine being. Power cannot be given 

to God, nor can power be taken from God. God's power is his 

to be used for his purposes. God's power is his mighty 

deliverance of the people of Israel from Egypt, giving his 

people the ability to ward off enemies and invaders. It is 

God's power given to Israel's enemies so the people of God 

are brought into submission. God's power is stronger than 

death and the grave, an indication of his supreme power (Isa 

33:13, 40:26, 29; Hos 13:14). Power is frequently identi-

fied as a character trait unique to God Himself, but yet is 

given freely to his people, and is to be shared by the 

people of God from one generation to the next. 

Within the New Testament, dunamis refers to knowl-

edge of scripture (2Pe 1:3), is equated with the Gospel (Rom 

1:16, 1Th 1:5), the cross (1 Cor 1:17), and the ultimate 

power of God found in Jesus' victory over sin and death 

through the death and resurrection of Jesus (Rom 1:4 and Phi 

3:1). 

Authority and power are God's gifts to his people. 

They are not to be assumed with pride or arrogance; nor are 

they to be understood as a measure of importance or stature. 

Authority and power are God's gifts to his people to act in 

God's behalf for the good of all humanity. Authority and 
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power are linked not to greatness, but, as Jesus demon- 

strates, to servanthood (John 12:26, 13:16, 15:15 & 20), the 

paradox of power. 

A concept of power described by Theodore J. Weeden, 

Sr. is "relational power". Weeden contends "the purpose of 

this kind of power is to enable and sustain relationships, 

relationships that build, deepen and grow as a result of the 

reciprocal influence of the participants on one another. t3  

Whitehead and Whitehead add, "Religious authorities fail 

when they use their power to inhibit and defeat our matur-

ing."4  Whitehead and Whitehead make much the same point 

when they note, 

All genuine authority expands life, making power more 
abundant. Religious authority succeeds by nurturing 
spiritual growth. This genuine religious authority 
calls us to greater responsibility, finally welcoming us 
as partners.5  

Power in the church is not a personal right belong-

ing to an individual who holds the office of the public 

ministry, or to those who are part of the priesthood of all 

believers. The church will most effectively accomplish its 

mission when pastor and people work together collabor- 

atively, recognizing that authority and power in the church 

3Theodore J. Weeden, Sr., "Two Conceptions of Power and 
the Doctrine of God" in Organizational Concepts for Church 
Transformation (Chicago: The Center for Parish Development, 
1987), 29. 

4Whitehead and Whitehead, 35. 

5Whitehead and Whitehead, 27. 
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are given by God, and that all work of ministry must be 

shaped and molded by the enabling power of the gospel. 

Power Struggles 

With this scriptural understanding of authority and 

power in mind, it is important to look at these concepts in 

another biblical context. That is, to look at instances 

where power struggles interfered with the ministry of the 

gospel. 

The initial power struggle after the resurrection of 

our Lord was the assertion by the circumcision party that 

Paul did not have a legitimate call to be an apostle to the 

gentiles. The power struggle, described in detail in Acts 

15 and Galatians 2, centered around two questions: "What is 

the relationship between the works of the law and salva-

tion?" and, "Can gentiles become Christians without being 

circumcised?" 

This matter was brought before the Jerusalem Council 

for their advice. After hearing from Paul and the circumci-

sion party, they made their decision: "We should not trou-

ble those of the Gentiles who turn to God, but should write 

to them to abstain from the pollutions of idols and from 

unchastity and from what is strangled and from blood" (Acts 

15:19-20). With the blessing of the Jerusalem Council, Paul 

and Barnabas set off with a letter of recommendation to the 

Gentile Christians encouraging them to remain faithful to 

their Savior. 
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The key to breaking the power struggle between the 

circumcision party and Paul was the Word of God. The 

leaders of the church searched the Scriptures (Amos 9:11-12, 

Jer 12:15 and Isa 45:21) to discern the will of God. On the 

basis of this prophetic word, they made the determination, 

"After this I will return and rebuild David's fallen 
tent. Its ruins I will rebuild, and I will restore it, 
that the remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the 
Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does these 
things" that have been known for ages (Acts 15:16-18). 

The power struggle was also broken with the observation that 

the gentiles, having heard the gospel, came to faith, as 

evidenced by their ability to speak in tongues, and their 

desire to be baptized (Acts 15:8-9). 

Paul was also caught up in power struggles with 

regard to his authority to be an apostle. It was common 

knowledge that Paul had persecuted Christians prior to 

becoming a Christian. Questions were raised whether Paul 

could be an apostle since he had persecuted the church. In 

addition, an apostle was expected to have "accompanied us 

[the other apostles] during all the time that the Lord Jesus 

went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John 

until the day when he was taken up from us" (Acts 1:21-22). 

It was general knowledge that Paul was not a first genera-

tion witness to the Lord's resurrection and ascension. 

Paul responded to his attackers by acknowledging his 

guilt in persecuting fellow believers (Acts 22:4-16; 26:9-

18; 1Co 15:9), and rejoicing with them that God had freed 
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him from the guilt of his sin. Second, he described his 

personal encounter with the risen Lord not only in the 

Damascus experience, but also in the desert (1Co 9:1-2, Gal 

1:15-17). Third, he consistently acknowledged that his 

call to be an apostle did not originate with "men nor by 

man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him 

from the dead" (Gal 1:1). He defended his office on basis 

of his call from God himself, through Jesus Christ, for the 

purpose of proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ (Rom 1:1, 

1Co 1:1, 2Co 1:1, Eph 1:1, Col 1:1, 1Ti 1:1 and 2Ti 1:1). 

Finally, he pointed to his "success" in sharing Jesus as 

Savior: "Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our 

Lord? Are you not the result of my work in the Lord? Even 

though I may not be an apostle to others, surely I am to 

you! For you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord" 

(1Co 9:1-2). 

Paul overcame power struggles in two ways. First, 

he reiterated that his call to be an apostle, and therefore 

the power and authority of the apostolate, came from the 

Lord himself. Second, he dealt with the facts: he did 

witness the risen Lord, he was acknowledged to be an apostle 

by the other eleven, and his faithfulness to the gospel of 

Jesus Christ demonstrated that his goal was not to serve 

himself, but to serve the risen and ascended Lord (2Co 5:20-

21). 
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With Paul's example, the Scriptures demonstrate 

several concepts to keep in mind when resolving struggles 

regarding authority and power within the church. First, 

power and authority comes from God or others with designated 

authority. Second, when exercised faithfully, authority and 

power cannot be taken away by any mortal. Third, when one's 

authority and power is challenged, the power struggle can be 

broken by pointing the one's call to be a pastor, contract 

to serve in an auxiliary position in the church, or one's 

election to serve in a position of influence. Fourth, the 

Scriptures show the importance of simply dealing with the 

facts, the objective truth that applies to the given situa-

tion, that demonstrates faithfulness to one's calling or 

position. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE DOCTRINE OF CHURCH AND MINISTRY 

In his Epistle to the Philippians, Paul shares 

exciting words about the relationship between the office of 

the public ministry and priesthood of all believers experi-

enced by the church in Philippi: 

I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, always in 
every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with 
joy, thankful for your partnership in the gospel from 
the first day until now (Phi 1:3-5). 

As already noted, however, the "partnership in the gospel" 

which Paul refers to with such glowing words is a rare 

commodity in the church. The concept of partnership in 

ministry is often replaced with an unhealthy "we versus 

they" mentality, the basic ingredient of a power struggle, 

and the denial of partnership in ministry. 

Congregations often have a variety of options to 

choose from in prioritizing parish activities, but have 

limited financial and personnel resources. When priorities 

cannot be established, or when the congregation does not 

clearly define who has the authority to prioritize parish 

activities, power struggles will develop. 

When congregational positions, whether called, 

contracted or elected, are not clearly defined, boundaries 

21 
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separating the various functions are easily crossed. When 

that happens, power struggles can develop, as "turf" or 

ministry interests are threatened. 

As I have reflected on personal frustrations, due to 

a lack of joy and the absence of partnership in ministry, 

and as I listen to colleagues share their frustrations, a 

common theme appears. The discussion frequently centers 

around questions introduced by systems theory, that is, 

questions of expectations, roles and rules. 

Expectations, Roles and Rules 

The concepts of expectations, roles and rules were 

developed by family therapists through research looking into 

family histories and traditions to help families grow in 

emotional and relational health. Simply stated, family 

therapists work with the paradigm that families are governed 

by spoken and unspoken expectations of what each family 

member will be like in the family; by roles, which are the 

assigned behaviors of each family member based on the 

family's rules; and by rules, which define the internal 

dynamics of a family that are expressed in quantifiable 

form, i.e., "One must never be angry." 

When family boundaries in those three areas are 

appropriately defined, understood and adhered to, the family 

functions with health and a cooperative spirit. When those 

boundaries are rigid, undefined, violated, or ignored, the 



23 

family will suffer from the dysfunction that comes with 

parent-child or husband-wife power struggles. 

As will be seen in the following pages, expecta-

tions, roles and rules are tightly intertwined. Expecta-

tions cannot be understood apart from roles and rules, and 

so forth. One systemic behavior or thought effects other 

systemic behaviors and thoughts. 

What is found in a family of origin is also found 

within the church. When expectations, roles and rules are 

not carefully and intentionally spelled out, power struggles 

will often fill the void caused by a lack of clear communi-

cation and agreement. Anne Marie Nuechterlein describes 

these concepts as they are found within a congregation as 

"expected behavior patterns that are socially defined and 

that are a part of a social position, such as in a family or 

staff environment." 

Within the church, as in a family system, the prob-

lem is often exacerbated because of the spoken and unspoken 

assumption, "That's the way we have always done it." Con-

gregations, like families, are notorious for becoming 

"stuck" or "rigid" in a particular way of relating, whether 

or not the relational pattern is healthy. Changing the 

formal and informal organizational structure of a congrega-

tion is one action that can be taken to help the family of 

lAnne Marie Nuechterlein, Improving Your Multiple Staff 
Ministry: How to Work Together More Effectively (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Fortress, 1989) 60. 
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God grow in relational health. That means intentionally 

working through the concepts of expectations, roles and 

rules by the pastor, staff and members of the congregation. 

Expectations 

An expectation describes a congregation's conscious 

or unconscious determination of how a person, i.e., the 

pastor, is supposed to act in a given role within the cong-

regation's spoken and unspoken rules. Expectations, then, 

lead to rules that are to be put into action. 

The fundamental question a pastor should ask his 

congregation, or the congregation ask the pastor and other 

members is, "What am I expected to contribute to this con-

gregation?" The question can be answered in two ways. It 

can be answered theologically, by defining what is expected 

of one who serves in the office of the public ministry or in 

the priesthood of all believers; or it can be answered 

organizationally, by defining the position the individual 

holds within the congregation. 

On the one hand, a pastor has a specific relation-

ship to the congregation based on the scriptures and Luther-

an Confessions. At the same time, he has a relationship to 

the congregation based on the parish community's traditions, 

experiences and practices of ministry. 

As one might expect, the question is more complicat-

ed in a multiple staff situation. When a congregation has 

two or more pastors, the individual pastor's role is also 
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answered by the specific call offered by the congregation 

itself. 

The congregation considered in this paper has two 

pastors. One is identified as the "Senior Pastor," the 

other as the "Associate Pastor." Even though both are 

pastors, as defined by the Holy Scriptures and the Lutheran 

Confessions, the expectations the congregation has for each 

pastor is different, by virtue of their respective calls 

(see Appendix A and B). Therefore, what is expected of each 

pastor, is not the same, for each has his own calling. Nor 

can they be the same, without one violating the other's 

call. If efforts are made to make the two pastors identi-

cal, professional boundaries would quickly be violated, and 

a power struggle might result. In large measure, the expec-

tations a congregation has for its pastors determines the 

rules that govern each pastor's behavior, and the unique 

role they assume as public figures in the spiritual commu-

nity. 

Peter Steinke puts this in perspective as he notes, 

"power struggles are broken boundaries."2  When boundaries 

are not intentionally defined, either open or hidden power 

struggles will undoubtedly result. 

The issue of boundaries within a congregation is 

critical for healthy group life. The Family Therapy Glossa-

ry defines boundaries as: 

2Steinke, 119. 



26 

Abstract dividers between or among systems and subsys-
tems. Boundaries are set by the implicit rules defining 
who participates in which system and how. Boundaries 
and the subsystems they define may change over time and 
by situation. They are characterized as rigid or flexi-
ble, and diffuse, open, or closed (Minuchin, 1974).3  

The professional boundaries separating pastors in a 

partnership can be understood by recognizing the traditional 

expectations and relationships experienced by previous 

pastor(s). In other words, how would the congregation 

describe historic relationships between their pastors? When 

a power struggle between pastors develops, how does the 

congregation's traditional way of relating to its pastors 

affect the struggle? If a change has been made in the way 

the pastors relate to one another, and if the congregation 

has redefined the relationship of pastor to pastor, how does 

that affect the balance of power? Each of these questions 

are related to the expectations of a congregation with 

regard to its pastors. 

At the same time, similar questions regarding expec-

tations can be asked by those who share the office of the 

public ministry in a congregation. Their own preconceived 

ideas of what it means to be called into the office of the 

public ministry in partnership with other church workers, 

will either encourage the development of a collaborative 

ministry, or be detrimental to the development of a partner- 

3Vincent D. Foley and Craig A. Everett, eds., Family 
Therapy Glossary, with a Foreword by William C. Nichols (n.p.: 
American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy, [1982] ) , 
1. 
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ship in ministry. Therefore, a pastor's unspoken expecta-

tions with regard to his call are a critical component to 

working together in a healthy manner. 

In a larger congregation, the question of the expec-

tations for ministry is complicated by the addition of other 

professional and paraprofessional staff. The congregation 

under study has a staff that includes a full-time Minister 

of Children and Youth, a full-time Parish Administrator, a 

full-time Principal, a part-time Coordinator of Volunteers 

(who functions primarily as a pastoral assistant) and a 

part-time Minister of Music/part time class room teacher. 

The concept of expectations begs the questions, "For 

what were each of these positions created? How do they 

relate to the office of the public ministry and the holy 

priesthood of the congregation? What do we expect of those 

entrusted with the responsibilities of the position? How do 

they enhance the partnership in ministry? How can they 

inhibit the growth in partnership?" These questions can be 

answered most effectively with a clear description of minis-

try expectations and objectives spelled out in a formal, yet 

flexible, ministry description, with levels of accountabili-

ty clearly defined. This means that the expectations the 

congregational system assumes to be mutually understood be 

put into writing. 

However, as will be demonstrated later, these levels 

of accountability should not be viewed as levels of hierar- 
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chical accountability, as much as relational accountability. 

That is, the Senior Pastor should be as accountable to the 

rest of the staff as the staff members are accountable to 

him. Mutual accountability will promote systemic health. 

A third aspect of expectations must be raised. That 

is, what is the congregation's expectation of the lay lead-

ership, particularly as the lay leaders relate to the 

pastoral staff and the rest of the congregation. 

The question of expectations is critical for the 

development of a congregation's ministry. Depending on how 

expectations are defined, pastors, professional church 

workers and lay leaders will either be empowered for leader-

ship or be compromised in their ability to lead. Therefore, 

if the question of expectations is not properly addressed, 

the ability of the congregation to proclaim the gospel will 

suffer. At the same time, the careful definition of expec-

tations can enhance the effectiveness of a congregation's 

ministry simply because the positions of authority are 

clearly defined. If an individual does not know what is 

expected of him, neither can he understand the rules that 

govern his official behavior, nor will he be able to under-

stand and learn the role he is expected to play in the 

congregational system. As a result, effective ministry is 

either stymied or enhanced by careful evaluation of expecta-

tions. 


