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Power for ministry
The Bible says a lot about power. It must be im-

portant. God evidently wants all Christians to have
the power they need for doing the
minisries to which God calls
them. Just iaiking about what
needs doing won't get it done.
Power u'ili. ii it's God-given
po+,'el ase.d. u.nder Gciils g::ida:ico.

We tend to think that power is bad, but actually
whether powsr is good or bad depencis on how it is
acouired and used.

Prayer power
The porver that God wants us

to have comes from prayer" We
pray fcr the ability to see what

God rvants for the church and the world, and. the
role God wants us to play. We resolve to be open to
whatever insights and assignments God may send
us, even if they require us to act
in new ways or to revise firmly
held beliefs. Then we stay on
the lookout for God's answers,
rvhich may not be what we
expect or preler.

The kingdom of God

t'You will receive
power when the
Holy Spirit has
come upon you."

Acts 118

imi Goci's answers can come from
reading the Bible, but only if we
set aside our preconceptions. Then
we can see new meaning in famil-
iar scriptures, and we can find pas-
sages we've never noticed before.

God's answers often come from people whose
paths suddenly cross ours. They may be people
we've known for a long time but have never paid
nauch attention to. We may have previously thought
their views were wrong! God also speaks through
experiences, books and articles, music, nature, and
countiess other channels.

God's answers come in all sorts of ways if we're
open and willing to let God renew our thinking.

Be transformed
by the renewing
of your mind. . .

tPower oYerr and 'power tot
I believe God wants Christians to have pow,er to

do what God calls them to do, not power over othet
people. Unfofn:nately there's a lot of "power over"
being used in the church.

People who have "power over" in the church rare-
ly recognize it. They've convinced themselves that
they have only '37911-6eserved "po*er tc," Fe theru d."-

fend it fiercely. The "power to" that is available in
local ccngregations is stifled, our churches decline,
and ministries that God wants done go irndone. 

*
If I havepower over you, I am in con- , ffi

trol and you are powerless. To hold 4.ffF
onto this kind of power,l must keep Vr
you powerless. To do that I can uri $ \*
rank, rnoney, physical force, secre- T 

A},
cy, deception, seniority, race, sex, or what- f
ever kind of clout happens to be available to me. In a

group based on this kind of power, everyone has to
stay constantly on guard to avoid being overpowered.

In contrast, "power to" is simply the abiliry io do

something, plus the opporhrnify to use that ability. I
have power to tead, for example. Having "power to"
doesn't depend on keeping anyone else powerless.
You and I can both have power to read at the same
time. My power isn't a threat to you.

In groups base<i

on "power to," power
relationships change
as needs and circum-

stances change. Members are allowed more power as

their abilities grow. Each person is more powerful at

some times and iess powerfi.rl at others, depending on
what he or she can provide that the group needs. No
person or group stays in power all the time.

In a group like this, power comes from having the

needed ability for the jobs that need doing. It doesn't
come from being able to overpower everybody else.

How could we increase "power to" and decrease

"power over" in the church?
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Power in the church
Power in the institutional church, as in other

organizations, has several forms. Each can be used
for good or for harm. It can be "power to" or "pow-
er over.tt

o One is the power to make decisions and en-
force ihem. This incluries seiting policy, rrrak-
ing rules, deciding what to include in the
church's program, and choosing leaders.

r Another kind of power is the power to control
resources. These include material resources
like buildings and money. But an equally im-
portant resource is information. If you have
information that other church members want,
you have power that you can use either by
spreading the information or by concealing it.

. A third kind of power is the power to set stan-
dards. This may include saying what church
members have to do or be in order to be con-
sidered qualified for certain jobs, such as pas-
tor or Lay Leader. It includes saying what

Doves and serpents

"I am sending you out
like sheep into the
midst of rvolves; so be
wise as serpents and
innocent as doves.tt

Matthew 10:16

Sometimes God gives
us the power we need
without our having to do
anything to get it. We can
be innocent as doves and
see great results from our
efforts.

But at other times God sends us information
and insight that we need in order to be wise as ser-
pents and figure out how to get the power we need.
This kind of God-given wisdom includes knowing
how to recognize power and understanding how it
works in the church and in the world.

To be wise Christians, we must know how to
get and use "power to." We aiso must know how to
recognize and resist the oppressive "power over"
that people use against us to keep us from doing
what Gc'd calls us to do. People do this, even in the
church. Some Christians mistakenly think that be-
ing spiritual means refusing to look at such un-
pleasant reaiity, so they use the ostrich method--
keeping their heads buried to avoid seeing what is
happening. That's not wise.

kind of behavior is appropriate, such as what
kind of clothes people should wear to worship
services, which church jobs should be done
by men and which ones by women, and what
words should be used in worship. Standards
like these are usually unwritten, but they are
as powerful as if they were engraved in stone.

o A fourth kind of power is the power to say
what issues the group needs to address. If you
have no power and you point out a problem
that you think needs attention, the group will
probably ignore what you are saying and the
problem will never get worked on. It may not
even be acknowledged as a problem.

Who has these,kinds,cf power, in. yorlr church
congregation and your conference, and how are

they using it? Do women and men have similar
power? Clergy and laity? Staff and volunteers? Peo-
ple of different ages? Different occupations and in-
come levels? Different viewpoints, tastes, and
styles? Different racial and ethnic backgrounds?

Where's the power?
To help make needed changes in the church,

you need to know where the power is and how it
works. Roy M. Oswald, a long-time pastor, offers
help in a booklet entitled Power Analysis of a Con-
gregation, published by the Alban Institute. You
can order this $6.25 booklet by phoning
1-800-457-2674.

Oswald describes four kinds of power
that exist in church congregations and con-
feqences. lhe most powerful people usually
have power that comes from severai of these
four sources.

o Structural power is held by elected and ap-
pointed officers and jobholders in the church.

o Reputational power is held by people who are

seen as influential, for good or ill. Their influence
may come from outside the group, as when some-
one has influence in the church because of being
mayor of the city or president of the bank. ,

Reputational power can come from be- AAM
ing seen as Spirit-led, or knowledgeable, \.,.' ',.\
or wealthy. It can come from being able to =w

communicate convincingly. It can come
from having natural leadership abilities or



fi'om playing valued roles in the
church's life. It can even come from
being known for disrupting the con-
gregation with temper tantrums.

I Coalitional power is the power of numbers. It
cornes from like-minded people working together.
A coalition may be made up of several groups that
are willing to cooperate on an issue in which they
all have an interest, even if they don't see eye-to-
eye on other issues.

o Communicational power is the power to get and
to spread information. And the information doesn't
have to be accurate to be powerful. Insiders have
communicational power because they know things
that fringe members, and outsideis don't. People
who can use official church communication plat-
forms such as the newsletter or the pulpit have com-
municational power. Staff members usually do, too,
simpiy because they work in the office where much
information is received.

Some kinds of power are greater

In a church congregation, the biggest financial
supporter's reputational power may be much greater
than the Lay Leader's structural power. The coali-
tional and communicational power of large Sunday
School classes may be greater than the structural
power of the Administrative Board. In a United
Methodist Annual Conference, pastors of the largest
churches often have reputational and communica-
tional power gteater than the structural power of
any authorized decision-making group in the con-
ference. When conditions like these exist, decisions
made by authorized bodi'ts are ignored or reversed
when people with greater power oppose them.
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How could you help?
Do people ever get overpowered in your con-

gregation or your conference? They do in mine. It's
a problem that needs our attention.

If you are exerting power over others in your
church (or your home or your daily work), maybe
God wants you to give up some power so that oth-
ers can have the "power to" that God wants them to
have. This may seem unthinkable, but discovering
God's will often involves changing our thinking. In
Romans l2:2Paul calls it renewing our minds.

if you feel powerless to do what you find God
calling you to do, maybe God wants you to look
activelv for ways to gain "power to". Could you get
coalitional power by locating and joining others
who are seeking new insight from God? Reputa-
tional power by learning more about the Bible and
the church? Communicational power by letting oth-
ers know what you find God calling the church to
do? Stnrctural power by volunteering for a job in
your congregation, district, or conference?

Prayer is the first step. Openness is next. Then
with the God-given wisdom that comes, maybe we
can all help to change oppressive "power over" into
the just and loving "power to" that God apparently
wants for everyone, in the church and the world.

Thanks again for reading. . .
and I'm especially grateful to you if you've phoned,
written, or spoken to me inperson about these let-
ters. I've heard from many Connections readers and
I look forward to hearins moro.'.,:'1."

,.+ ,
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Rescuing powerless people
In Luke 4:18-2l Jesus describes what God has sent him to do in his earthly ministry.

Similar to a new U.S. President's inaugural address or a new bishop's serrnon at his or her
installation ceremony, Jesus's speech presents a vision of what he intends to accomplish.
"God has sent me . . ." he says, "to let the oppressed go free."

God gives power
to the faint, and
strengthens the
powerless.

Isaiah 40:29

The oppressed are the powerless. They are the people who have been overpowered by a person or a group or a
system thathas power over them and is determined to keep it. Jesus came to empower these powerless people, not
so that they could get power over thepeople who had formerly ovelpowered and oppressed thr*,but so that they
could have power to use their God-given abilities.

That's our job now. Jesus left the church in the world as his body, to keep doing the kinds of things he did dur-
ing his earthly lifetime. This includes freeing people who have been overpowered. Plenty of them are still around,
in the church and in the world. We need to get busy.
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Backtalk--readers' questions

What is your purpose in writing Connections?

It is to help bring about changes that I believe God
is urgently calling the church to make. In the hope of
achieving this purpose, I am writing some informa-
tion, ideas, and suggestions. By doing this I hope to
higger some new insights in church members to
whom the information, ideas, and suggestions are
new. I also hope to encourage church members who
abeady see the need for change, by letting these merri-
bers knorv they aren't alone.

I am not tryrng to enlist or organize people inio
eny group or movement. I'm not even rviliing to join

Csnnections r-g:
Barbara Wendland
-<05 Cherokee Drive
Temple, TX 76504

.ddress coffection requested

Powe r theehurch,..

any group or movement that anyone else might want
to start. I merely v/ant to encourage church members
to become better informed, to look fbr and be recep-
tive to new insights that God may be trying to bring to
our atterrtion, and then to speak anti work on behalf of
changes that they see are needed in the church groups
and jobs they are already involved in.

Are you a real person? (A reader really asked this!)

Yes.
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I some thoughts about finding kindred spirits.
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