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It's also not the way in which many church
members typically approach church decisions, it
seems to me. Many tend to focus much more on
the heart than on the mind —on feeling instead of
thinking. They want the church to do what is com-
fortable and enjoyable for them, rather than what
is more likely to accomplish its God-given purposes.
So Rendle’s advice is important for us right now.

Knowing what to be afraid of

The kind of courage we need espe-
cially right now, in Gil Rendle’s view, .
is knowing what to be afraid of, and 3
that kind of knowing takes a lot of
work. Our leaders, he sees, need to be
more afraid of easy answers that do not lead to
change, than to be afraid of displeasing someone
who comes with easy answers or wants attention.

However, our leaders are often strongly tempted
to be afraid of the wrong thing. Rendle attributes
this especially to the fact that pastors’ positions are
dependent on the very people they must lead. The
relationship between the pastor and the people to
be led is thus fraught with tension. If pastors risk
displeasing them, the pastors risk losing their sup-
port systems, even their incomes. This arrangement
keeps clergy under church members’ control to a

large extent. A pastor’s performance gets

o measured by how satisfied members are

with their own congregational experi-

ence, not by whether the real purpose of
the church is being accomplished.

This happens when supervisory
clergy use members’ wishes rather than
the church’s purpose as their criteria for
appointing pastors. If all bishops and district su-
perintendents showed the kind of courage Rendle
describes, pastors wouldn’t be in the kind of jeop-
ardy they’re now in if they risk going against mem-
bers’ wishes and thus risking decline in attendance
and financial support. So for Rendle’s advice to
work, members, pastors, and higher-ups will all
have to become courageous enough to promote
purpose instead of nostalgia and comfort.

Church members are partly responsible for that,
of course. “Whenever we are unsure or
feel threatened,” Rendle observes, “we
turn to our leaders not to encourage
them to continue their purposeful jji
path but to ask them to relieve our
distress, and return us to comfort,

even if the regaining of

comfort includes a re- | The whole congrega-
turn to slavery.” tion of the Israelites
) complained against

Moses and Aaron in
the wilderness. ... “if
Gil Rendle sees three | only we haddied by
main challenges to the | thehand of the [-Offtin
kind of quiet couragehe | theland of Egypt...
thinks is needed. —Exodus 16:2

Three challenges

¢ Nostalgia. Congregations want to be strong
again and live at the center of their culture, as they
were when the mainline church was the established
church in a self-professed Christian nation. This
desire makes us willing only to work harder at what
we already know how to do, not to be willing to
work differently in order to meet the needs of the
present and the future.

To combat this desire, says Rendle, lead-
ers’ first task is to give members an honest
description of current reality. Much of the
church’sreality, some of which I've

described here on page 1, is un-
sustainable.

¢ Unchecked empathy. Empathy is a value we've
learned as Christians, and in many ways it's an
admirable one. It's the capacity to understand and
feel what another person is experiencing. It makes
us sensitive to weakness and suffering. But we
tend to be sensitive to those mainly when they hap-
pen within our own group. Despite having repeat-
edly heard the stories of the Good Samaritan and
the Widow’s Mite, observes Gil Rendle, we're of-
ten reluctant to use our resources to relieve the suf-
fering of people we don’t know personally. We also
tend to be over-sensitive to the discom-
fort of those in our own group.

This unchecked empathy, in
Rendle’s view, can lead to paralysis.
It leads to choosing comfort and rela-
tionship over purpose, and to forgo-
ing mission in order to avoid seeming callous or
feeling guilty about not relieving pain. We don’t
want to face the fact that all church members’
agendas can no longer be satisfied, all preferences
can’t be honored, all traditions can’t be continued,
and all expectations can’t be met. Given the reali-
ties we now face, priorities must be set and re-
sources must be directed in the most strategic way.
This means leaders must make courageous deci-
sions, which will feel painful to some church mem-










