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Power and Authority: Helping the Church Face
Problems and Adapt to Change

J. Nelson Kraybill

Introduction: A case study of dysfunctional leadership

I once was called upon to help structure a mediation process for a deeply
divided congregation. The minister of this traditional congregation had been
trained as a lawyer and he had an analytical mind. But the dynamic realities
of a personal encounter with the Holy Spirit had transformed his expectations
of congregational life and worship. The minister began to teach from the
pulpit on issues of healing, spiritual gifts, tongues, and evangelism. Feeling
a call from God for renewal in his congregation, the minister prayed, cajoled,
and coached some members of his flock into euphoric worship and deeper
awareness of God. Music changed, worship services became unpredictable
in structure and format, some worshippers fell to the floor in a trance, and
new believers began attending the church.

One day, on a personal retreat, the minister received a vision of how
God wanted that congregation to change and grow through evangelism. The
minister wrote out the plan and convinced church council members of its
merits during a leadership retreat. With the apparent backing of the church
council, the minister presented his vision to the congregation and began to
implement the plan.

A rebellion ensued. Older members of the congregation missed
traditional hymns and did not like popular chorus songs. Some people felt
manipulated into specific worship expressions that seemed unnatural to
them. But the most common complaint was that basic patterns of
congregational life and witness were being decided entirely by the pastor and
by his supporters on the church council. Some members of the congregation
were grateful for strong leadership, but a substantial minority felt dis-
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empowered and “out of the loop.” They withdrew support from the minister,
and the resulting crisis paralyzed and nearly fractured the congregation.

Paradox of power at the heart of the gospel

At the heart of the gospel lies this paradox: The Lamb of God, who came
with such vulnerability that he died stretched out on a Roman cross, is also
the Lion of the Tribe of Judah, who acted with such authority and power that
he was able to transform both the lives of his contemporary followers and
the lives of millions in subsequent generations who believed in his name. It
has been the ongoing challenge of the Christian church, attempting to be
faithful to a Lord of such paradox, to engage the issues of power and authority
in ways that are true to the gospel. This challenge is unavoidable, since power
and authority are integral factors of any functioning group, organization, or
society. Either the church will embrace the responsibility for using power
and authority wisely, or it will be on the receiving end of internal and external
forces that may use power and authority for less than noble purposes.

The Gospel of Mark vividly illustrates the paradoxes of authority in
the life of Jesus. On one hand, the evangelist portrays Jesus exercising
awesome power by calming the sea, exorcising demons, forgiving sins,
healing the sick, and silencing powerful opponents. On the other hand, Mark
presents him as one willing to serve even to the extent of laying down his life.
The paradox of power and authority is captured in the teaching of Jesus: “You
know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord
it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them.  But it is not so among
you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and
whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all”  (Mark 10:42-44).

This paradox of authority and servanthood in Mark, according to a
recent interpreter, “is intended to persuade Jesus’ followers to balance these
two motifs in their own discipleship role within the community of believers.
One cannot exist without the other.”1

Power and authority are not intrinsically good or evil

Believers in the early church were keenly aware of the pervasiveness of
power and authority, and recognized the potential for great evil or great good
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in these forces. The gospel entered a first-century political and economic
world in which power was massively (and often oppressively) visible in the
form of the Roman imperial government. From the perspective of New
Testament authors, Rome ruled all the known world and was the constant
backdrop for the story of Jesus and the early church. We see textual evidence
of imperial power in everything from the decree of Emperor Augustus at the
time of Jesus’ birth (Luke 2:1), to the house arrest of Paul at Rome at the end
of his missionary career (Acts 28), to the late-first century admonition to
“honor the emperor” (1 Peter 2:17).

Christian theological assessment of such overwhelming political
power ranged from Paul’s cautiously optimistic view of the function of
earthly rulers to the virulent rejection of Roman authority expressed by John
of Patmos.  What these two early leaders share, however, is a conviction that
authority exercised by humans is derivative. Human authority and power
come either from God (Rom. 13:1, “there is no authority except from God,
and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God”) or from Satan
(Rev. 13:2, “And the dragon gave it [the beast] his power and his throne and
great authority”). Even in Revelation 13, in which the beast seems to
represent idolatrous and blasphemous Rome, the ultimate source of power is
God: Satan, who vests the beast with power, had usurped that power from
God (Rev. 12:7-9).

The New Testament does not use the word “authority” (exousia) for
references to God or Jesus. When the word refers to others (such as disciples,
Paul, or congregational leaders), some phrase is typically included that
reminds the reader such authority simply is derived from God, Jesus, or the
scriptures.2 The word “authority” refers to the “author” of power, and
Christians recognize that the only legitimate source had to be divine (Rom.
13:1).  This conviction engendered a radical sense of political allegiance to
Jesus Christ, as reflected in the accusation against Christian missionaries at
Thessalonica: “These people . . . have been turning the world upside down .
. . . They are all acting contrary to the decrees of the emperor, saying that there
is another king named Jesus” (Acts 17:6, 7).

The book of Revelation is full of liturgical praise to God–and
specifically to Jesus–who alone is “worthy . . . to receive power and wealth
and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing” (Rev. 5:12; cf.
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4:11). Throughout Revelation, honorary titles and gestures of allegiance are
lavished upon Yahweh God and his Messiah in ways that seem to parallel,
and directly compete with, expressions of loyalty commonly showered upon
the Roman emperor and his minions.

Power in the church is radically different from power in pagan society

The above citations are among numerous indications in the New Testament
that early Christians understood earthly political powers to be radically
relativized by the claims of the gospel. Yet, the primary concern of the early
church seems to have been the nature of power and authority within the new
faith community of those who called Jesus kurios (“Lord,” the same title
commonly given to the emperor). Throughout the NT runs a theme that
believers are to adopt attitudes toward power, authority, and servanthood
that mirror the life of Jesus. Followers of Jesus embody and wrestle with the
same paradox of power/authority and servanthood that the Gospel writers
capture in Jesus. The author of the fourth Gospel records Jesus washing his
disciples’ feet and saying, “I have set you an example, that you also should
do as I have done to you” (John 13:15).  Paul writes, “Let the same mind be
in you that was in Christ Jesus, who . . . emptied himself, taking the form of
a slave” (Phil. 2:5-7).

The emphasis on servanthood in the early church is all the more
striking because the dominant (Roman imperial) culture was highly stratified
and class-conscious. Imperial society was a power pyramid, with the emperor
at the apex and slaves at the broad, powerless base:3

---Emperor---
---Provincial rulers---

------Provincial elites------
----Freeborn and freedmen----

------------------Slaves------------------

Roman imperial society functioned on a patronage system, with every
individual being either a patron to someone “below” or a client to someone
“above.” Patron-client relationships in the first century were formalized and
ubiquitous, with well-recognized terminology and rituals. Patrons gave
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“benefits” to clients, such as employment, business loans, or access to circles
of economic and political influence. In exchange, clients gave loyalty, praise
and service to their patrons. Patrons wanted to be recognized (publicly, if
possible) as “benefactors.”4 Clients wanted to be recognized (publicly, if
possible) as “friends” of their more-powerful patrons.5 It was typical for
people in the middle of the power pyramid to be both patron and client,
relating in those respective roles to people above and below their social level.

Jesus rejected the familiar power-pyramid and patronage systems of
his day: “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those in authority
over them are called benefactors. But not so with you . . . .” (Luke 22:25-26).
Jesus recognized that pagan society had a pyramid of power relationships,
and he intended for his followers to structure their own group relationships in
a different pattern. Even in relations with pagan society, Jesus admonished
his disciples to avoid any striving for upward mobility.  At banquets, when
social position was most evident by seating position, his followers were to
take the lowliest place at the table (Luke 14:7-11).

Many people in the early church would have been influenced by
Roman imperial understandings of power and authority. Corinth, from which
we have such an abundance of early church evidence through the writings of
Paul, was a relatively young city with fluid social strata and political
structures. Corinth was a crossroads urban area, filled with immigrants and
people looking for upward mobility.  Paul says in writing to the church there,
“not many [of you] were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But . . . God
chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong . . . .” (1 Cor. 1:26-27).6

After alluding to the social/political/economic weakness of believers at
Corinth, Paul continues with the underlying principle of his own influential
ministry: “I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him
crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2).  The power of Paul’s leadership rests in the Holy
Spirit, not in Paul himself.

Contrast of power praxis in pagan and Christian settings

The late first-century letter of 1 Peter gives a striking profile of the contrast
between pagan and Christian engagement of power structures. A large portion
of this document falls into two major sections: (1) 2:11-4:11.  Directions for
how believers relate to power structures that are not under the lordship of
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Jesus Christ; (2) 4:12-5:11. Directions for how believers handle power within
the faith community that recognizes the lordship of Jesus Christ. These two
major sections are apparent because of parallel structure, in which each section
begins with the word “Beloved . . .” and ends with a doxology.7

The first section focuses on relationships with a pagan world.
Christians should “accept the authority of” political rulers, believing slaves
should “accept the authority of” (non-Christian) masters, and believing
wives should “accept the authority of” (non-Christian) husbands.
Structurally, at the center of this section is a hymn fragment that refers to
Jesus: “He committed no sin . . . .When he was abused, he did not return
abuse” (2:22, 23). The experience of Christians relating to pagan power
structures will be suffering and apparently powerlessness, toward a
redemptive and missiological end  (2:24; 3:1,2).

The second section deals with power relationships within the Christian
church. Instead of speaking to the party that society would normally deem the
subservient one in a power relationship (as was the case in the first section),
the author addresses the persons holding power–the congregational elders.
The structural center again is a hymn fragment, this time “God opposes the
proud, but gives grace to the humble” (5:5). Clustered around this hymn
fragment are exhortations for leaders to “tend the flock . . . exercising  the
oversight.” Elders should “not lord it over those in your charge, but be
examples.” To all readers the author says, “Humble yourselves . . . .”  The
experience of leadership within the faith community will be one of
unpretentious, attentive modelling and mentoring and overseeing. This
happens with a certainty that this way of exercising power will receive divine
blessing and validation when Christ returns (5:6).

Church leadership is vested with Holy Spirit power

Along with the above evidence of servanthood and humility in church
leadership comes abundant evidence that both Jesus and early church leaders
were vested with power, particularly in the context of mission. The synoptic
Gospels emphasize that Jesus acted and spoke “as one having authority”
(Mark 1:22); the fourth Gospel underscores the notion that Jesus’ authority
was granted to him by God (John 12:49).  Jesus sent out his followers on a
preaching assignment and “gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast
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them out, and to cure every disease . . .” (Matt. 10:1).  The first Gospel
concludes with Jesus’ words, “All authority (exousia)8 in heaven and on earth
has been given to me.  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations . . . .”
(Matt. 28:18, 19).

Luke begins his narrative of the early church after the resurrection with
Jesus’ assurance to his followers, “you will receive power (dunamis) when
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses . . . to the
ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).  These and other power/authority references in
a missiological context suggest that power and authority ultimately play the
role of enabling the church to cross barriers of taboo, class, race, and nation
to reconcile people to God.

Acts 15: Leadership addressing conflict

Any group or society that survives and remains vital will encounter constant
change.  Change comes because of new factors in the environment or from
new needs or personalities within the group, and it nearly always generates
conflict. Effective exercise of power and authority in such a changing
environment is measured to a large extent by the leaders’ ability to direct the
process and outcome of conflict in such a way that the group is strengthened.

The New Testament model of leadership, with its emphasis on
humility, rejects the authoritarian or coercive approaches so common in the
ancient world. Despite vigorous rejection of hubris and coercion in the
Christian community, early church leaders nevertheless acted with authority.
The very fact that the NT letters and books ever got written is, in each case,
an assertive expression of power and authority. Most early Christian
literature was generated by conflict, and perhaps no issue was more volatile
than the question of whether Gentiles needed to adhere to the full Jewish law
in order to be part of the church. This was a strategic matter with far-reaching
implications for the mission, identity, and character of the entire Christian
movement. Without assertive and wise leadership, this matter could have
seriously divided the church.

The book of Acts gives a succinct narrative of a process the early
church engaged to address the question of relationships between Jews and
Gentiles. The following steps are evident:



24 The Conrad Grebel Review

1. There was a big disagreement.  “Certain individuals” differed with
Paul and Barnabas on the question of circumcision, and “no small dissension
and debate” arose (Acts 15:1-2).

2. The church sought out a forum in which all parties could be heard.
The local faith community in Antioch took action, and appointed “Paul and
Barnabas and some of the others to go up to Jerusalem to discuss this question
with the apostles and the elders” (15:2).

3. People in conflict had opportunity to tell their stories. The
delegation of disputants arrived at Jerusalem and “reported all that God had
done with them” (15:4).

4. There was enough time to air convictions, feelings and perspectives.
There was “much debate” (15:7).

5. Leaders, after careful listening, proposed a way forward that took
into account concerns raised by both sides of the issue. “After they finished
speaking, James replied, ‘My brothers . . . I have reached the decision that we
should not trouble [with circumcision] those Gentiles who are turning to God
. . . but we should write to them to abstain only from things polluted by idols
and from fornication . . .” (15:13-21).

6. The proposed solution was ratified by consensus. With the “consent
of the whole church” the leaders at Jerusalem sent a delegation to Antioch to
convey the agreements reached (15:22-25).

The entire decision-making process was handled with sensitivity to
all participants, under Holy Spirit guidance. The end result “seemed good to
the Holy Spirit and to us” (15:28). Power and authority were exercised in
ways that faced the real issues and engaged the primary stakeholders. Paul
and other leaders in the church were thinking and acting creatively,
experimenting with new possibilities at the edge of the faith community.

Far more than a mere facilitator, Paul was bringing visionary agenda
and issues to the church. When new realities of the mission enterprise
generated conflict, he and others involved in debate looked to three places for
decision-making cues: 1) up-to-date evidence from a real ministry situation,
2) the witness of scripture, and 3) guidance of the Holy Spirit as experienced
by the gathered faith community.

There is some indication that the dispute recorded in Acts 15 was not
resolved as neatly as Luke would have us believe (cf. Gal. 2:1-14). There also
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may have been more of an authoritarian spirit to the role of James (Acts
15:13) than my interpretation would suggest.  Nevertheless, Acts 15 provides
one example of leaders moving the faith community through change in a way
that involved vigorous and appropriate exercise of power and authority.

Leaders with courage to differentiate and stay in relationship

One decisive and positive element in the Acts 15 story is that leaders had the
courage both to differentiate and to stay in meaningful relationship with
others in the church community. This theme is explored in Generation to
Generation by Edwin H. Friedman.9 Friedman notes that churches and
synagogues function much like families and says: “What is vital to changing
any kind of ‘family’ is not knowledge of technique or even of pathology but,
rather, the capacity of the family leader to define his or her own goals and
values while trying to maintain a nonanxious presence within the system.”10

In family systems therapy “the criterion of whom to counsel is no
longer who has the symptom, but who has the greatest capacity to bring
change to the system.”11 It may not be the “identified patient” with whom the
therapist works, but someone in the family who appears to be functioning
well and is in a position to influence the patient. Applying this same principle
to problems and challenges in the church, it often will be the leader who has
the greatest capacity to change the system.

This does not mean that the leader takes personal responsibility for
everything the group does, since that would mean the leader has not
differentiated his or her personality from that of the group (and will absorb a
dangerous amount of stress).  Nor does it mean the leader will manipulate or
coerce the group, since that will keep others from maturity. The effective
leader cannot simply go his or her own way and ignore the group’s desires,
because that quickly will destroy trust. Friedman concludes that “It is the
maintaining of self-differentiation while remaining a part of the family that
optimizes the opportunities for fundamental change.”12

Friedman depicts leadership in a group as falling somewhere on a
continuum between charisma and consensus.13 Charismatic leadership
depends upon the sheer energy, brilliance, and persuasiveness of the leader.
This type of power tends to make members of the group into dependent
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followers and creates serious instability when the leader dies or leaves.
Consensus-oriented groups abhor polarization and discourage the
individualism or assertiveness of any leader. Such groups will usually be less
imaginative and are apt to be derailed by extremists or dysfunctional
members.

A family systems understanding of group dynamics calls for
leadership through self-differentiation of the leaders themselves. “If a leader
will take primary responsibility for his or her own goals and self, while
staying in touch with the rest of the organism, there is more than a reasonable
chance that the body will follow . . . . Any leader can stay in touch if he or she
does not try to stand out.  The trick . . . is to be able to differentiate self and
still remain in touch in spite of the body’s efforts to counter such
differentiation.”14 This means that the leader does not try to define followers,
but only himself or herself.

The apostle Paul’s authority at Corinth and Philippi

The apostle Paul sometimes seemed inadequately to differentiate himself
from the congregations with which he worked as a leader. An example of
this is his solicitous and agonized response to the church at Corinth when it
seemed to reject his authority, and his jubilation when the congregation again
affirmed him (2 Cor. 7:2-16). But Paul’s candor about his inner emotional
response as a leader is valuable, because it reveals his very human struggle
to place responsibility for the direction of a congregation with Christ and
with the church members–not with himself as a leader.

Paul’s view of authority pivots on his understanding of the cross as the
power of the gospel. “I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus
Christ, and him crucified,” is how Paul summarizes his message and his
ministry at Corinth (1 Cor. 2:2). He speaks of coming to Corinth “in weakness
and in fear and in much trembling” (2:3).  He identifies as fully as possible
with the person of his Lord: “But we have the mind of Christ” (2:16), “we take
every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). The way Paul
differentiates as a leader is by subsuming his ego and personality into the
character and presence of the risen Christ. Such a self-conscious blending of
personality in leaders could spin off into delusions of grandeur if they begin
to think of themselves as divine. But what Paul incorporates from Christ is the
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paradoxical power of the cross–no coercion, but rather suffering love, respect
even for the enemy, and clear expression of personal conviction.

In 2 Cor. 11-13, the apostle indulges in a passage of self-defence,
pleading, sarcasm, and boasting. But even in the midst of this outburst, Paul
still had his theology of leadership rooted in the cross. Paul “boasts” of his
weakness and vulnerability, and reports that the Lord told him, “My grace is
sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9). This
phrase captures the paradox of non-coercive leadership that is full of
conviction and self-differentiation: it has astounding power when the leader
loves and cares enough to stay in touch even with those who disagree or
oppose.

The object of good leadership is both to bring individual members of
the community to maturity and to help the group move toward corporate
objectives. Paul tells readers at Corinth, “we rejoice when we are weak and
you are strong. This is what we pray for, that you may become perfect” (2
Cor. 13:9). To believers at Philippi he says, “work out your own salvation
with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you . . .” (Phil. 2:12,
13). The author of Ephesians wants leaders in the church “to equip the saints
for the work of ministry” until all members come “to maturity, to the measure
of the full stature of Christ” (Eph. 4:12-13).

Although Paul does not always exhibit “nonanxious presence” as a
leader (!), he periodically seems to catch himself owning too much as an
apostle. Throughout his letters, he turns over responsibility for the outcome of
a congregational crisis or decision either to the faith community in question or
to God. Paul differentiates, asserts, makes himself vulnerable, provides
leadership–and then usually insists that ownership for the direction of the
church lies entirely in the hands of his readers under the lordship of Christ. In
Paul’s case, power and authority rested more in the clarity of his convictions
and message than in his office as a missionary, apostle, or church planter.

Leadership without easy answers

In Leadership Without Easy Answers, Ronald Heifetz gives a paradigm of
group decision-making that emphasizes the role of the leader in helping groups
face their own problems. “Imagine the differences in behavior when people
operate with the idea that ‘leadership means influencing the community to
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follow the leaders’ vision versus ‘leadership means influencing the community
to face its problems.’”15

Heifetz decisively argues for the latter view and says leadership is
more an activity than a position of authority or a personal set of
characteristics.16 The primary task of leadership is to help groups address
conflicts in values and to diminish the gap between the values people stand
for and the reality they face.17 Most groups will have competing values, and
a number of these may need to be included within the group for it to function.
Good leadership, Heifetz says, “places emphasis on the act of giving clarity
and articulation to a community’s  guiding values. Neither providing a map
for the future that disregards value conflicts nor providing an easy way out
that neglects the facts will suffice for leadership.”18

Healthy group process will positively encourage conflict, in the sense
of eliciting a full range of perspectives and convictions from within (or even
from beyond) the group. Heterogeneity is a valuable resource for social
learning, but leaders must help steer a group toward agenda that is really
worth sustained attention. Groups facing difficult problems are tempted to
seize upon a distracting issue that feels manageable rather than to face
straight into complex, foundational matters that might be more pressing.19  It
is possible, for example, that the current North American Mennonite
preoccupation with homosexuality is a distracting issue. Underlying this
lightning-rod issue may be more foundational questions of Bible
interpretation, sources of authority, acculturation, or understanding of the
meaning of covenant.

When groups become highly conflicted or agitated, people commonly
look to authoritarian or charismatic figures who will decide on behalf of the
group and impose solutions. These leader-focused strategies ultimately
disable the group, diminishing personal and collective resources for
accomplishing adaptive work in the future.20

Conflict management as a powerful leadership tool

Since group adaptation always means dealing with conflict, it is noteworthy
that the New Testament has specific counsel on steps to be taken when disputes
arise. Parties in conflict must be in direct conversation with each other and
should go to a third party only as a last resort (Matt. 18:15-19).  The church
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is a place where members “speak the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15) and “do not
let the sun go down” on anger (Eph. 4:26). These basic rules of conflict
management are indispensable for effective leadership and will help shape
the ethos of a faith community. Churches can be reassured by the fact that
the NT reflects communities that were rife with conflict and diversity. The
fact that there are four Gospels, for example, is evidence of a church that
found it necessary to embrace diversity.

The function of good leadership is not only to help the group identify
the important issues that merit sustained attention, but also to help regulate
the intensity and format for group processing. Heifetz compares this task to
that of a cook adjusting heat under a pressure-cooker.  “If the pressure goes
beyond the carrying capacity of the vessel, the pressure cooker can blow up.
On the other hand, with no heat nothing cooks.”21 Leaders must help set the
pace and flow of information to the group and must help organize the process
of group decision-making. They must help the group do reality testing (think
through the practical implications of various options) and be willing to self-
differentiate (state their own convictions and insights in a non-threatening
way that invites others to do the same).

Finally, in exceptional circumstances it may be necessary for
leadership to act decisively in autocratic ways, either because the time is too
short for group process or because the group is not resilient enough to cope
with the stress of decision-making. In normal group life, however, it is a sign
of good leadership to “give the work back to the people” when a important
corporate agenda must be decided.22

Vision-setting as a way to empower the church

Businessman-turned-theologian Philip Lewis’s Transformational Leadership:
A New Model for Total Church Involvement defines power as “the capacity
to influence others to do something they would not have done without being
influenced.”23 Exercise of power that transforms a group toward maturity
always involves empowering others. The task of leaders is to impart
knowledge, skills, information, resources, and support that will enable others
to address problems or challenges.

Helping the church articulate and own a vision is perhaps the most
empowering task leaders can perform. Underlying most vision in the early
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church was a firm conviction that the end of history was near. God was about
to redeem a fractured creation and make all things new in Jesus Christ.
Virtually all major innovations or costly changes of behavior in the early
church (communal economy, the mission effort, and love of enemies) were
rooted in this Christian eschatology. Implications of Christian eschatology
are not limited to the future; the church starts living now the way all of
humanity someday will live in the Reign of God. The central task of leaders
in the early church was to articulate where history was headed because of
Jesus Christ, and to call believers to embody that future now by leading lives
“worthy of the Lord” (Col. 1:10).

Leading worthy lives will require a variety of short-term steps, and
here effective leaders must help the church shape vision. Philip Lewis
describes a vision-creating process that oscillates between a congregational
leader setting out vision and seeking insights or response from the
congregation.24 Transformational leaders become “communications
champions,” consistently and repeatedly setting out group objectives in ways
that inspire and energize.

Summary

Effective church leaders are more than facilitators; they are initiators who
remain accountable to God, to the scriptures, and to members of the church.
They are visionaries who constantly compare what is with what could be by
the grace of God. They are conflict managers who build so much trust and
respect into group decision making that church members are free to express
any idea or concern.

Authority for this kind of leadership comes from Christ himself, which
means leaders will act with the apparent powerlessness of the cross. There
will be no coercion or manipulation, just the grace-filled examples of leaders
who speak their own convictions with clarity and love. There will be no
paralysis of interminable search for artificial consensus, nor the atrophy of
imagination that comes with authoritarianism. Rather, leaders will skillfully
help the church face problems, hear diverse perspectives, and seek Holy
Spirit guidance to plot a course that is faithful to the scriptures and responsive
to a breadth of concerns in the faith community.
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Postscript: Issues of power and authority facing the Mennonite
Church today

During my first eighteen months as president of Associated Mennonite
Biblical Seminary (1997-98), I tried to take the “power pulse” of the North
American Mennonite church by engaging in scores of conversations about
issues of leadership and authority. From Vancouver to Sarasota, I met with
individuals and groups of Mennonite pastors, business leaders, educators,
and others concerned about the future of the denomination. Typically I started
discussion by asking, “What kind of leadership will the Mennonite church
need to be effective as a denomination in the twenty-first century?” This was
not a scientifically accurate survey, but it nevertheless brought into focus
issues of power and authority that are urgent for the church to address. The
following fifteen points summarize what I heard:

1. The Mennonite church needs leaders who can help congregations
and conferences develop healthy decision-making processes and establish
group goals (vision). Pastors need administrative and organizational skills,
and must learn to think strategically (e.g., with mission statements, monitoring
progress toward goals).

2. The Mennonite church needs an adequate understanding of authority
in leadership after a generation when “priesthood of all believers” theology
sometimes instilled the notion that leadership is inherently suspect or
unnecessary; leaders need the capacity of realistic self-appraisal (strengths,
weaknesses, how to compensate and grow).

3. The Mennonite church is less biblically literate than in recent
generations. We need leaders who know the scriptures and can teach and
inspire others.

4. With many opportunities for both acculturation and ecumenical
involvement, there is an urgent need for Mennonites to cherish and strengthen
core Anabaptist convictions such as those related to Christology, discipleship,
mission, simplicity, peacemaking, and mutual aid.

5. There is a growing hunger in the Mennonite church for preaching
that is effective, dynamic, and biblical.
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6. The church needs leaders who can work creatively and redemptively
with conflict and diversity, especially on issues of sexuality and Bible
interpretation.

7. There is an opportunity and need for better dialogue and cooperation
between minister-theologians and business people in the church. The church
should help people in many professions understand their life work as part of
the mission of the church.

8. There is an ongoing need to challenge young people to take up
leadership in the church, and to mentor emerging leadership at all levels.

9. There is a danger that the Mennonite church will move too far in the
direction of “professional ministry.” Ministers need skills to empower and
enable others to grow in leadership ability.

10. In an increasingly pluralistic society, Mennonites need renewed
commitment to mission, evangelism, and witness.

11. Mennonites in North America are becoming both more urban and
more ethnically diverse. African-American/Canadian, Swiss-German,
Hispanic, Russian, Asian, Native American/Canadian, and other ethnic
Mennonite peoples need leadership training and need to be integrated into
the denominational identity.

12. There is major numerical growth in the Mennonite church in two-
thirds-world countries. Mennonites in North America need to learn about
mission, spirituality, discipleship, and economics from sisters and brothers
in other cultures.

13. Pastors and other leaders need opportunities and skills to think
theologically (beyond generic practical ministry skills), integrating biblical
teaching and Anabaptist convictions into the life of the church while being
aware of broader theological perspectives in other denominations.

14. Too many Mennonite ministers are leaving the pastorate. Ministers
need understanding of how to care for themselves emotionally and spiritually,
and congregations need training in how to sustain and support leaders.

15. The gender balance of people preparing for pastoral roles in the
denomination has shifted so rapidly toward women that we are in danger of
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creating an environment in which men feel dis-empowered to exercise
congregational leadership.25 The Mennonite church needs to call and nurture
approximately equal numbers of men and women for leadership roles.
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