Healthy congregations respond to anxiety

 By Bishop Larry Wohlrabe
Thank God for the gift of anxiety! If we had no anxiety about anything, we’d never climb out of bed in the morning, never get to work on time, never finish an assignment or meet a deadline. A modest degree of anxiety or stress gets us going in life.

 

But what about unrelenting anxiety?  What if we continually operate on the high side of anxiety—above the threshold of normal, run-of-the-mill stress?  What if anxiety paralyzes us, stops us in our tracks, overwhelms us? What then?

The word anxiety comes from a Latin word angere, meaning “to cause pain by squeezing.” Related words are anger, angst, angina (heart pain).  The image here is telling:  anxiety run amok constricts us, squeezes us, reduces our options and possibilities.  It feels as if the “cords of death” are wrapped around our necks, choking off our oxygen supply (Psalm 18:4).

 

This is true for organizations as well as individuals. Congregations are living bodies—vibrant emotional systems of inter-relationships. Congregations can easily become “anxious systems.” And when that happens they become constricted, limited, “squeezed.”

 

Peter Steinke contends that there are ten common triggers of anxiety in congregations:

· Money (too little or too much, e.g. a large bequest)

· Changing worship patterns

· Issues around sexuality

· Pastor’s leadership style

· “Old versus new” discussions

· Concern over growth or survival

· Conflicts among church staff or resignation of a staff member

· Being overly focused on internal matters or on external matters

· Suffering some major trauma, tension or transition

· Harm done to a child or the death of a child.

 

Every congregation deals with anxiety. That’s a given. The crucial question before us is:  will we mindlessly, automatically react to anxiety?  Or will we reflectively, thoughtfully respond to anxiety?

When a congregation simply reacts to anxiety we notice things like…

· Folks are constantly critical of one another;

· Persons or groups make threats, engage in manipulation, throw tantrums;

· Splinter groups form;

· Change is feared and rejected;

· Quick fixes are sought, and the path of least resistance is preferred;

· People keep secrets and avoid open communication;

· Folks get stuck in narrow, “either/or” thinking and thus miss the array of possibilities before them.

 

When a congregation and its leaders learn to regulate their stress and respond to anxiety they:

· Avoid snap judgments and quick fixes;

· Take time to gather information and analyze options;

· Generate all sorts of possible solutions;

· Endure short-term pain for the sake of long-term health;

· Commit themselves to living in the unity of Jesus Christ;

· Make wise, balanced, thoughtful decisions;

· Trust that God will sustain them, guide them and bless their faithful efforts in the midst of anxious times.

 

(This article is based on the Healthy Congregations training materials by Dr. Peter Steinke.)

 

Questions for reflection and discussion:

1.  How do you recognize when you’re dealing with high anxiety?  What physical symptoms show up?  How do you know when anxiety is operating in your congregation?  What are its symptoms?

 

2. Recall a time when your congregation reacted rather than responded to anxiety.  What happened and what was the outcome?

 

3.  Right now what is one way you could help your congregation live into the “broad place” of God’s care and mercy?  How could your church improve its capacities to respond rather than react to anxiety?

 

Healthy congregations manage conflict

By Bishop Larry Wohlrabe

If I’m asked how many conflicted congregations we have in the synod, what they really wants to know is: How many churches aren’t managing their conflict well? For how many congregations has conflict become a problem?

On any given day the Northwestern Minnesota Synod does have some congregations that have, for a time, lost the ability to manage conflict in their midst. Conflict is thwarting God’s mission.

 

How can you tell if your congregation is no longer managing a conflict well? Here are some symptoms:

· People vehemently deny that any conflict exists

· Members stop listening carefully to one another

· Persons withdraw their presence, withhold their support, issue ultimatums.

· Blame gets focused on a scapegoat, often the pastor

· People think less reflectively, less imaginatively

· Folks start choosing up sides

· Secrets are kept, clandestine meetings are held, anonymous letters are written, communication breaks down

· People stop taking responsibility for themselves

· Quick fixes are sought

· Members gossip about one another or “triangulate”—bringing in a third party rather than going directly to the person who troubles them

 

Conflict run amok damages relationships within the Body of Christ, and that in itself is tragic enough. What’s even worse is that unmanaged conflict derails the congregation’s ability to move forward in God’s mission. Rather than walking faithfully and purpose-fully behind their Lord toward God’s gracious future, members of the church get sidetracked.

 

Fortunately, the vast majority of our congregations are not paralyzed by unmanaged conflict. Most churches have learned how to deal with conflict in the course of their common life. How do they do it?

 

Peter Steinke, in his Creating Healthy Congregations study guide, speaks of three characteristics shared by churches that possess a sense of coherence that allows them to manage conflict.

· Meaningfulness. Church members have a sense of purpose and are committed to it. They take up the challenges that come to them and shape their destiny under God.

· Comprehensibility. Folks have a framework for making sense of what is happening. Healthy interaction and clear communication are taken for granted. People see change as natural. Decisions are made on the basis of clarity, not necessarily certainty.

· Manageability. Church folk don’t act like victims or complain about how unfairly they have been treated. They recognize the gifts and tools available to them, and they respond thoughtfully to the challenges that confront them.

 

Let me add two more characteristics:

· Forgiveness.  When we gather weekly to begin our worship, it is not by accident that we start by confessing our sin to one another and to God. We dare to speak these words only because we know God has an answer to offer us: I declare unto you the entire forgiveness of all your sins, for Jesus’ sake.  People who live within that confession-absolution rhythm always have the best resource for managing conflict.

 

· Preparedness. Healthy congregations expect that they will occasionally encounter sharp disagreements. Just as they keep their liability insurance up to date and their fire extinguishers recharged, they have a conflict management plan “in place.” They cultivate leaders who know how to take stands and stay connected with others. They work with clear guidelines and policies. They have functioning Mutual Ministry Committees. They read and practice Matthew 18:15-20 routinely. They ask their leaders to go through Healthy Congregations training.
Questions for reflection and discussion:

1.  Recall a time when you or your congregation was involved in “conflict run amok.”  How did it start?  What happened? What resulted from the conflict situation?  How did it end?  What did you learn?

2.  Recall a time when you or your congregation experienced a well-managed conflict situation. Ask yourself the same set of questions under #2 above.
Healthy congregations act flexibly and creatively

 By Bishop Larry Wohlrabe
Exodus 18 contains one of my favorite leadership stories in the Bible. The children of Israel, having escaped from Egypt, are encamped near Mount Sinai for an extended time. Moses, their God-ordained leader, seems to be in charge of everything—even settling their petty squabbles.

 

Each day people come to Moses, begging him to settle their disputes with one another. During this time, Moses’ father-in-law Jethro (a foreigner, by the way!) comes for a visit. He observes his son-in-law growing wearier by the hour. “What you are doing is not good,” Jethro interjects. “You will surely wear yourself out, both you and these people with you. For the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone.” (vv. 17-18)

 

So Jethro proposes a creative solution: Moses needs to share leadership by enlisting others (“able men among all the people, men who fear God, are trustworthy, and hate dishonest gain,” v. 21) to help him govern the people. Moses takes Jethro’s advice—and it worked beautifully.

 

But why, I wonder, didn’t Moses himself come up with such a solution? Why couldn’t Moses be creative enough to generate this idea?  The text of Exodus 18 doesn’t tell us, but I suspect it’s because Moses was so weary and uptight that he had developed tunnel vision; he had become rigid and brittle. Tension robbed him of the vision to see another way of doing things.

 

Stress and anxiety do that to us as individuals. We feel pain or angst, and we tighten our muscles. Pretty soon a dull, tension headache sets in, and a mental fog settles over us. We’re sluggish, “stuck,” no longer quick on our feet.

 

The same goes for congregations. Congregations that are highly stressed (by unmanaged conflict) or anxious (about any number of things—including their own survival) grow dull, rigid, and brittle. They lose their capacity for creative thought or nimble action. They lock themselves into tired old routines and fall back on the Seven Last Words of the Church:  “but we’ve always done it that way.”

 

Healthy congregations are flexible. They see change as a manageable process—an adventure, even.  Rather than blaming or attacking others, people in healthy congregations invest energy in problem solving. They’re willing to learn and confident that things can change for the better.

 

Healthy congregations are creative. They make room for exploration, take time for innovation.  They bounce back from adversity quicker. Realizing that they don’t have all the wisdom in the world, they ask for help—they bring in resource persons from the outside (like Jethro, the foreigner, giving wise advise to his world-weary son-in-law!)

 

Healthy congregations are not deadly serious or uptight about everything. They have a sense of humor and a “lightness of being.” You sense it when you walk through their doors. There may even be a little “holy mischief” afoot that keeps folks guessing, on the edge of their seats, wondering what’s coming next!

 

Questions for reflection and discussion:

1. Think about your own experience of stress and anxiety. What bodily symptoms tell you that you’re feeling tense? How does tension thwart your own flexibility and creativity?

 

2. In what areas of your congregation’s life do you detect brittleness or rigidity? How is this holding you back from being faithful in God’s mission?

 

3. What is the most creative venture your congregation has tried in the last five years? Recall a time when your church responded nimbly and flexibly to changing circumstances.
Healthy Congregations thrive with healthy leadership

 “Who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?"  Esther 4:14 (NIV)
 

The Book of Esther tells the compelling story of a Jewish woman, Esther (4th century, B.C.), who used her position in the harem of the king of Persia to prevent the genocide of her people. To do this, Esther had to risk her very life!

 

Esther is unique in that it’s the only book of the Bible that doesn’t explicitly mention God. And yet it’s impossible to read Esther without perceiving the guiding hand of God at work, raising up a powerful leader at the right moment, “for such a time as this.”

 

God is always doing that—calling forth leaders in the right place, at the right time, with the right gifts. Over the past year I have witnessed this a number of times in congregations of our synod. I recall, in particular, a couple of congregational presidents who, simply by virtue of the who they were and how they conducted themselves, helped keep parish crises from spinning out of control.

 

What makes for such healthy leadership? It’s tempting to think that leaders have special knowledge, extraordinary skills or magnetic personalities. But as Dr. Peter Steinke points out in his Healthy Congregations training materials, leaders promote health in congregations primarily through their presence and functioning.

 

Steinke lists 26 attributes of such leaders. Let me highlight four of these attributes:

1.  Healthy leaders know who they are. They are comfortable in their own skins and don’t hesitate to define themselves for others. They are anything but chameleons or “shape-shifters.” They resist being squeezed into other persons’ molds or preconceived notions of what a leader should be.

 

2.   Healthy leaders take responsibility for their own actions. They know they can’t be responsible for how others function. They are self-aware, able to take criticism, willing to accept the consequences of their decisions

3.  Healthy leaders regulate their own anxieties. They can move calmly, patiently, deliberately within an anxious church environment. They resist picking up the “virus” of worry or desperation. God graces them with the ability to weigh alternatives, think clearly, and act responsively.

 

4.  Healthy leaders stay connected with others—including those absorbed by anxiety or those stirring up mischief in the congregation. Such leaders listen to others, creating space and time for respectful conversations. But they do not allow the mission to be thwarted or the congregation to be hijacked by persons with narrow agendas.

 

We’ve all seen how highly reactive persons can spread anxiety throughout a congregation—almost as if anxiety were a virus. But the same holds true for health in the congregation. Healthy leaders “spread” health throughout the system as they influence others to take responsible stands, keep focused on God’s mission, remain calm in adversity and stay connected with each other through thick and thin. Thank God for such servants in our midst!

 

Bishop Larry Wohlrabe

 

Questions for reflection and discussion:

· Recall effective church leaders you have known. How did they contribute to the health of the congregation through their presence and functioning?

 

· What leadership gifts has God given to you? What are your “growing edges” as a leader?

 

· How does your congregation identify, call forth and nurture healthy leaders?

 

 

 

 

