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Patterns of Growth in Authority

Celia Allison Hahn

How are we to exercise authority as faithful people?  Many of us on the liberal
side of the continuum are looking for an authority different from the kind we
see claimed in fundamentalist churches. We want to be authoritative but not
authoritarian. We want to proclaim our faith boldly but acknowledge that
mystery pervades life. In our confusion we may find ourselves flipping back
and forth between two cherished and seemingly contradictory goals: we want
to take charge and lead courageously; and we want to engage with others in
an open collegial way.

I haven’t been able to find approaches to authority that help us grow in
the exercise of our own authority. We mostly hear about other people’s
authority from the social scientists. Authority is defined in the social sciences
as legitimate power, a definition that is true but not adequate for our purposes
here. So I decided to ask some clergy and lay ministers about their
experiences in exercising authority, and to study the picture of authority in
the gospels. The people I interviewed gave four kinds of answers to the
question, Where do you get your authority? These were: 1) It’s given by
others; 2) It comes from inside you; 3) You take it; 4) It comes from God.

There is no road map to mature, integrated authority–the kind of
authority that embraces all those responses–but there are some discernable
sequences. Let’s look at patterns of growth suggested by experience and the
gospels. I see four kinds or stages of authority: Received, Autonomous,
Assertive, Integrated.

l. Received authority

“You get it when they give you the keys,” as one young pastor put it. We all
start out responding to the authority of others–parents, teachers, clergy. People
may move from a posture of responding to others’ authority to receiving
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their own, ready made, the kind they give you with the keys. I asked Howard
Ashby, a Maori pastor in New Zealand,“Where does your authority come
from?” He answered, “From God.  And the people. I get up in the morning
and I just let the Spirit move wherever, whatever I have to do. You couldn’t
plan your week, you couldn’t plan your day, you just move how the Spirit
moves you. And from the people. One minute you could be here, the next
minute you’re called somewhere else.” “From God. And the people.”
Beautiful and simple. And lost.

What are the promises of received authority? Receiving is essential to
the religious life: think of open hands and where you experience them.
Received authority gives us some common assumptions that are useful when
things get tough. But there may be problems too. When I carry out a role just
the way they told me to, I may wake up and find I’m behaving in a way that
goes against my convictions. I may fail to develop my own point of view.
When I am operating out of a role totally defined by others, I may find I am
getting into trouble. You may have had experiences like this.

In Stress, Power, and Ministry, Jack Harris describes a group of
passive clergy in fear of rocking the boat and displeasing parishioners. When
passivity is our problem, we need to embrace the promise of discovering a
more centered self.

2. Autonomous authority

As Jack Harris worked with the clergy, it dawned on them that their behavior
was self-destructive, their self-esteem eroded, and their energy low, and that
they were feeling helpless rage.

One said he now began to see himself as person distinct from the
church for the first time since he left high school. When I wake up to
autonomous authority, I begin to define my own reality instead of letting
other people do it, and my self-esteem and energy expand enormously.

Autonomous leaders have discovered a more centered self. But they
can still miss the mark. In our culture the autonomous leader often appears in
the role of ‘The Expert.’ If the expert is defined as ‘The Authority,’ then I’m
not it. This disempowers me. If the clergy are professionals, what then are
laity?
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The goal of self-sufficiency pursued by experts is not a good fit with
our religious tradition. The autonomous authority deserves respect for a
willingness to take lonely and difficult positions. But loneliness may be
romanticized. Are we fascinated with the Lone Ranger because he strikes a
blow for justice, or because he doesn’t need anybody else? Some compare the
loneliness of clergy to the loneliness of Christ on the cross. We have to
distinguish courage to take unpopular positions from a romantic love of
loneliness for its own sake. Does the appeal of such statements lie in self-
differentiation or self-dramatization?

Autonomy is the way to move out of unresolved dependence, but it’s
only one turn in the road, not the end of the journey. Mature authority is found
not in isolation but in engagement.

3. Assertive authority

If isolation is my problem, I might try making a difference in the world. You
have to claim authority. That’s part of the reality of authority. When United
Church of Christ consultant Joyce Yarrow, a lay woman, finds she is not
being heard in a group, she says, “I take strength in myself and make [being
heard] happen.” She makes it happen that she gets heard. Assertive authority
is characterized by vigor, initiative, and responsibility.

But assertiveness can edge over into control. The positive move
toward expressing myself actively in the world can easily shift into the darker
mode of being myself all over the place. When authority means control,
leaders can get more interested in being right than in doing what is needed.
They find themselves crushed by the burden of too much responsibility and
end up overloaded, resentful, and headed for burnout. Lay people end up
disrespected and disempowered.

The control culture we live in promotes loyalty toward the ingroup,
hostility toward the outgroup. It becomes natural to divide people into winners
and losers. Why would the usher in his three-piece suit welcome a ragged,
homeless man at the church door with an open heart, when the usher has proved
he is superior–he has rooted out weaknesses that hold this ragged fellow back?

People at the assertive stage and those at the receiving stage can lock
together in a symbiotic arrangement: the receptive one doesn’t have to assert
herself; the assertive one doesn’t have to admit he needs anything.
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These three kinds of authority–Received, Autonomous, Assertive–are
only stages in the movement toward wholeness. The problem lies in getting
stuck in any of them and losing sight of the value of the others. When
assertive people conclude “I have arrived,” we can conclude that “one thing
more is needed.”

4. Integrated authority

Integrated authority is the ability to exercise received authority, autonomous
authority, and assertive authority as needed in the situation. And it is more
than the sum of those three parts. The boundary between assertion and
integration is a difficult one to cross. It’s different from the boundary between
receiving and autonomy. It takes courage and insight to move from letting
other people call the shots to exercising control over my life from within.

But the movement from assertion to integration appears to be a shift in
the opposite direction. From the assertive heights, it seems wrong. Like
slipping backward. Jesus spends a lot of time helping people move from
assertion to integration. But they don’t understand. They resist. They get
angry. They go away bewildered. They go away sad.

It’s hard to ‘get it’ about integrated values, but some do get it.  Their old
assumptions get flipped upside down. What are the new understandings?

a. Authority belongs to God

The clearest message is that authority is given by Father to Son, Son to
disciples, and handed on to others. This leads to a sense of abundance. You
don’t have to ration it. It’s not like the kind of authority we carve chunks of
and hang on to. If God doesn’t control people, and it is God’s authority that
we are exercising, that shapes our authority in a definitive way.

For lay Bible teacher Verna Dozier, this difference means that authority
is held in trust: “God called Abraham.  ‘God said, I will bless you in order that
you may be a blessing.’ Authority is a gift to be used.  For God, for God’s
people.” For Peter Sherer, who raises millions of dollars to fight AIDS, the fact
that his authority is given means that he is not alone. When he is troubled by
doubts about his competence, he says, “I put myself in churchly circumstances”
where “I’m reminded that I might not be running the railroad by myself.”



12 The Conrad Grebel Review

If authority belongs to God, growing toward integrated authority
means a movement from willfulness to willingness. Look at the authority of
Jesus, who said: “I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but
the will of him who sent me.”

b. Integrated authority does not depend on control

Integrated authority means cooperating with life (and other people) instead
of trying to be on top of it all. Perhaps we are not called to be on top of life,
but to be in it, faithfully.

Jim Adams, an Episcopal clergyman, says, “I have no control . . . but
I have more and more authority . . . . Authority doesn’t mean getting your way.
Sometimes [parishioners] agree and sometimes they disagree. And
sometimes they do what I want and sometimes they don’t.  But even when
they disagree or don’t do what I want, they haven’t diminished my authority
as a religious leader . . . . I don’t feel I’ve got the kind of authority that an army
general or the CEO of a corporation has.  I wouldn’t know what to do with it
if I did.” Dorothy McMahon, minister of the Pitt St. Uniting Church in
Sydney, Australia, says: “I’ve discovered with joy and amazement that
sometimes I have the greatest authority when my own life is at its most
vulnerable.”  She talks about authority as being “taken right down into one’s
humanness.”

c. Hierarchy is not the point

Remember the story of James and John? On the road, Jesus walking ahead,
telling them yet again what’s going to happen to him. James and John catch
up: they say, We want to sit, one on your right hand, one on your left. (“Can
we be the vice-presidents?”) The others get mad. The answer turns the question
around: “It shall not be so among you; but whoever wishes to become great
among you must be your servant . . . .”

It is not a question of who is going to get to be the winners; rather, it is
a new game.  In this new game those who want to be great are not those who
can scramble up the rungs of the ladder first, but those who do what’s needed
for everybody. Rings are a better metaphor than rungs. You climb the ladder
rung by rung, stepping off at the top. A tree grows ring by ring, adding to what
is there. Growth is now seen as the gathering of one richness upon another.
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d. These people experience their authority as integrated

Judith McMorland  teaches personnel management and organizational change
in the Continuing Education program at the University of Auckland. She is
also an Anglican laywoman. Notice the integration of authority in her story
which is quite commonplace:

The work we did in the diocese, when we were looking at the
diocese in review . . . . There were a committee of eight and I’d
been asked by the bishop to be on that committee because I’d
been very rude about the clergy anyhow, and had made a lot of
noises . . . . and [had] also come out of that management sort of
background so the thought was ‘she can get on with it,’ but
working particularly with Peter Beck we . . . claimed within the
group to do it differently. The very first meeting we had, somehow
the eight people caught it and thereafter all the process things we
did, [in] which [we] were claiming the authority to be the
guardians of the process–it all just flowed wonderfully. Everybody
was fully there on their own authority. There wasn’t any sense of
not being peers, but we had different skills.

I asked her if she could think of an image: “The immediate image is of a
golden rain firework.  Ah!  Just sort of gentle and lots of sparks, sparkles
. . . . Not rockets, just a little gentle rain.”

e. Integrated authority is paradoxical

What had been seen as opposites are no longer locked in painful contradiction.
Integrated authority means living in the tension between self-definition and
self-emptying: Self-definition is defined as exousia–out of being, out of one’s
own being or essence. Think of the “I am” statements in the gospels, echoing
the Hebrew scriptures: “For he taught them as one who had authority, and
not as their scribes” (Matt. 7:29). Jesus did not derive his authority from
quoting a lot of sources, unlike the scribes who appealed to “authorities” to
justify their position. This inner authority is that which a person carries into
any role or context.  Self-emptying is kenosis–“Emptied himself, taking the
form of a servant.” When we stop being full of ourselves we can make space
for the other.  We can be open to receive again.
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Self-definition and self-emptying: this sounds contradictory. Here is a
dynamic paradox in the picture of Jesus. Remember in John the story of the
footwashing. During supper Jesus got up and took off his robe; he tied a towel
around himself, poured water into a basin, and prepared to wash the disciples’
feet. In John 13:3-4, there are two phrases in one sentence: “knowing that the
Father had given all things into his hands” and “tied a towel around himself”
are connected and paradoxical statements that convey the gospels’ picture of
authority. He “tied a towel around himself” (kenosis, self-emptying). Not an
act of passivity and powerlessness, but the action of one whose hands hold
“all things.”

f. Integrated authority brings together strengths of Received, Autonomous,
   and Assertive authority

The serenity to receive, the courage to be assertive, and the autonomy to
discern are all present options. People with integrated authority can be
receptive again. First they are receptive toward God. And they are receptive
toward others. If the usher in his three-piece suit has integrated authority, he
can welcome the ragged man from his heart. Those integrated folks are on
friendly terms with the weakness in which their power is made perfect.

People with integrated authority can be autonomous. Paradoxically,
the more a person becomes one with God, the more distinct that person
becomes as a self. With that oneness and selfhood comes the courage to stand
against resistance–to stand with integrity and consistency. The integrated
leader’s autonomy holds benefits for others: it can extend freedom to others
and provide opportunities to grow. If I define myself, I can invite you to
define yourself, too.

Integrated leaders can speak “the word of God with boldness.”
Boldness is a sign of inner integration, in contrast to driving with the brakes
on. Integrated leaders do not abdicate their assertiveness in order to empower
others, but encourage their followers toward assertion as well, toward being
co-authors of the faith.

g. Integrated leaders evoke and enhance the authority of others

There is plenty of authority to go around. Ruth Shinn, United States Labor
Department Division Chief, says: “You never know what member of the
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group is going to do something that is just right.  And I like that.  And that’s
why I enjoy a moderating role [which she has at the First Congregational
Church] more than a directing role [like the one she has at work].” Her view
contrasts with The Expert, whose authority is based on others’ lack of it.

Leaders with integrated authority are always arranging spaces in
which other people’s authority can be born. Dwight Lundgren, an American
Baptist minister, is one who is always arranging spaces in which other
people’s authority can be born. Dwight looks to “Barnabas, the encourager
and hospitality person” as a model: “I said at the beginning of my ministry
that one of the things I wanted to do in preaching was not just come with
reports about what scripture is all about but help people feel comfortable with
handling it themselves, so that they feel as I’m working in it, ‘Oh, THAT’S
how you do that.’”

h. People with integrated authority can inhabit a wider world

Someone else is healing, Lord, should we stop him? Here is an encounter
between the ingroup outlook of the culture of control and the universal quality
of integrated authority. All prior stages carved up reality, embracing part of
it, pushing away the rest (therefore accepting some people and rejecting the
rest). Integrated authority can be universal precisely because it is not reactive
to the parts of life and the people represented by earlier stages. Those with
integrated authority can inhabit a wider world because they can tolerate
contradictions.

How do we tend to our own maturing in authority?

It is a paradoxical road. We need to attend faithfully to the piece of the road
where we find ourselves now. The answers that seem useful at one turn may
not help us at the next.

If your authority is primarily Received, you may want to clarify your
own uniqueness, your own point of view. If you find yourself at the bend in
the road called Autonomous, you may want to listen for a call to move out, to
engage, to make a difference. If Assertiveness is the primary mark of your
authority, you may be experiencing some tension from clenching the fist of
control. You may be getting ready to let go and open your hand.
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If you often find that you can exercise your authority flexibly, do what
is needed right now, then just relax and give yourself to the ministry where
you are, making the choices that are now yours to make: to listen for a call to
move out, to engage, to make a difference.


