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Can pastors be lay 
people's friends? 

A few years ago I lost a 
close friend, a "kindred 
spirit." In many of the beliefs and concerns that each 
of us considered most important, we were on very 
much the same wavelength. For several years, he 
and I conversed often about the subjects that were 
most important to us: decisions or problems that we 
were facing, beliefs about God and churches and 
religions and such, and views about what was cur
rently happening in the world. We helped each other 
to think through these subjects, see many sides of 
them, and try to discern what we might need to do 
about them. I always felt that I could safely say to 
him whatever I really felt or believed, and he seemed 
to feel the same about revealing his real self to me. 

He didn't die, he became a pastor 

Then suddenly, with no explanation, I stopped 
hearing from this friend, whom I'll call Harry. He 

hadn't died or become physically or men-
tally disabled. Instead, he had become the 

pastor of a congregation. Was this what 
ended our friendship? It seemed to be, 
but was it something else? I wonder. 

After I stopped hearing from Harry, I was talk
ing with another friend who I knew had also been 
close to him in the past. I asked him, "Are you still 
in touch with Harry?" "No," he said, "I haven't 
heard from him in ages. And I really don't know 
why, because I considered him a very close friend." 

"I went to see him a couple of years ago," this 
man continued, "and we had what I thought was a 
wonderful visit over a meal, talking just like we'd 
always done. But after that visit, I never heard from 
him again. It's very strange. I've never known what 
made him stop communicating with me." Hearing 
that, I started wondering more than ever about what 
was happening with Harry. 

Clerical clothing and titles
a help or a hindrance? 

At millennialpastor.net, Lutheran 
pastor Erik Parker addresses this 
question. When he was in seminary, he says, 
people thought titles and collars were a barrier 
to pastors' contact with lay people. However, 
Parker was afraid of looking too young. He 
thought that being called "pastor" and looking 
like a pastor would help. But now, eight years 
later, he sees what he considers more impor
tant reasons. I find some of them unconvincing. 

Parker sees pastors as symbols of God's 
and the church's public voice. When they 
speak, they represent that voice, he says, 

and titles and collars show that. But that claim 
seems presumptuous to me. We're not neces
sarily hearing God's voice when a pastor speaks, 
any more than when anyone else speaks. 

Parker feels that when a pastor is at a funeral or 
hospital, a collar clarifies who he or she is, so is 
useful for people looking for spiri-
tual help. That may well be true. 

Titles and clothing can show that 
people of all races and genders 
are pastors, says Parker, making 
clear that not all pastors are white 
males. But don't we know that already? 

In Parker's view, titles and collars also show that 
pastors are merely called to a particular minis
try, as distinguished from being more spiritual, 
moral, or smart than lay people. But few lay 
people seem to recognize that difference, no 
matter what a pastor wears or is called. 

What's your opinion? 
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Surprised to learn he was clergy 

When I met Harry, relatively late in our lives, 
his view of churches seemed negative. But then to 
my surprise, from a conversation I 
learned that he not only had been active 
in the church early in his life but had ;> / 
in fact been a pastor, and in my own ~ ,_:2,------... 
denomination. But then the denomina- ~ 
tion had ousted him because of a divorce and had 
refused to let him even serve as a volunteer in the 
church. As a result, he had stopped participating. 

Over the years, Harry had become even more 
turned off by what he saw of churches, especially 
their failure to work for social and environmental 
justice. Also, his study of religions convinced him 

~ that churches' claims of a Christian mo-
;l nopoly on truth were not credible. 

Q * Now, late in life, he has become a pas
tor in a different denomination. 

Did his return to a pastorate have to end our 
friendship? Was it the reason for the change? 

Crowded loneliness 

While I was still wondering that, an article in 
the January 9, 2013 issue of The Christian Century 
magazine made me reconsider the implications of 
pastors' role and wonder how those related to my 
friendships, not only with Harry but also with 
other clergy. In an article titled "Pastor, not friend," 
Princeton Theological Seminary President M. Craig 
Barnes wrote about what he called the "crowded 
loneliness" of being in the ordained ministry. 

Barnes told about the devastating hurt that a 
member of his congregation felt when Barnes left 
to become seminary president. "He was hurt that I 

hadn't included him in my discernment pro
cess," Barnes wrote, "and livid that I would 
'so easily' abandon the relationship we had 
~ developed over the last ten years, because 
~ 'friends don't treat each other like that.' " 

"He is right about friends," Barnes continued, 
"but I was not his friend. I was his pastor." Then 
Barnes mentioned ways in which pastors become 
close to lay leaders who work beside 
them-laughing and lunching 
together and hearing about chil
dren and medical reports. And 
he observed, "It sure sounds 
like friendship. But it can't be." 

"You can't be one of 
the gang anymore" 

"When I knelt to receive the 
laying on of hands before I was 
ordained," Barnes wrote, "the elders of the con
gregation were being led by the Holy Spirit to push 
me away from them. They were essentially saying, 
'We are setting you apart to serve us. So you can't 
be just one of the gang anymore. Now you have to 
love us enough to no longer expect mutuality.'" 

"Ordination costs pastors," Barnes pointed out, 
"and one of the greatest costs is maintaining the 

lonely status of being surrounded by every
one in the church while always being the 
odd person in the room." 

I have mixed feelings about those state
ments. I doubt that pastors' home congre-

gations feel that they are pushing them 
away. However, I know that ordination 

costs pastors. It costs a lot in time and personal 
freedom, because being pastor of a church is far 
from a 40-hour-a-week job. Umeasonable as it may 
be, church members often expect their pastor to be 
on the job at every hour of every day and night, 
rather than ever being free to do things of their 
own choosing. Being a pastor also costs financially, 
especially until and unless he or she becomes a 
bishop or pastor of a large congregation. And pas
tors who have had many years of formal educa
tion and probationary time may 
never be paid anywhere near as 
much other professionals with simi
lar educational requirements. 

Can a counselor also be a friend? 

Pastors often serve as counselors, and their pro
fessional training may have prepared them for this. 
Does it need to keep them from being friends with 
congregation members or other lay people? Some 
subjects that close friends talk about with each other 
are the same kinds of things lay people sometimes 
ask pastors for help with in pastoral counseling ses
sions: problems within family relationships and per
sonal physical or emotional problems. 

If we discuss such matters privately with a pas
tor who is a close friend, are we making unfair use 
of his or her professional services? Is this any dif
ferent from having a doctor as a close friend and 
expecting him or her to provide free medical ad
vice? In both of these cases, the crucial difference 
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between friendship and professional help is that 
with close friends, the sharing is sometimes mu
tual, but in seeking someone's professional knowl
edge in his or her professional setting, it is not. So if 
a pastor is willing to reveal himself or herself to a 
layperson as a friend and to receive friendly ad
vice from the friend, that doesn't seem to conflict 
with the pastor's role as a counselor for others. 

Unnecessary separation? 

The church may have separated the clergy from 
the laity more than is necessary or good for the 
church. The separation wasn't nearly so great in 

the earliest years of Christianity. 
Later, clergymen were often the 

main or even the only educated 
people in the community, which may 

have justified their being given greater power in 
the church. But that educational difference no 
longer exists. Many church members are still poorly 
educated about the Bible and other church-related 
subjects that pastors know well, but many lay mem
bers are extremely well educated about their own 
occupational fields and other subjects. 

Thinking about all of this makes me think about 
my many clergy friends. They have experiences and 
concerns in common with other clergy that they 
don't have in common with me and other lay 
church members, just as members of any other pro
fession have with their professional colleagues. 
They' re understandably going to talk about those 
when they get together. But is there any valid rea
son for their not also associating with lay people 
whose interests, education, abilities, 
concerns, and presumably trustwor
thiness are similar to theirs? 

My clergy friends don't make 
much distinction between us per

0. 0 
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sonally, but the church as a whole makes a big dis
tinction. It gives clergy what I often see as inap-

propriately privileged roles in the church. It Q 
requires ordination for administering Com- ~ 
munion, for example. It may also keep \..._f"} 
qualified lay people from teaching church- ~ 

membership classes and studies of Christian b 
history and theology. I'm aware, however, 
that some lay people feel that only their pastor, 
not their fellow lay members, should do these jobs. 

Finding that my friend Harry was a clergyman 
was therefore not just surprising to me. It was also 

upsetting. I admire many clergy, but the 
~ - conditions I've mentioned above have 
~ also given me some negative feelings 

\'\' about clergy. There's something wrong, 
it feels like to me, for people to claim 

that God has uniquely called them to have higher 
status than everyone else. Clergy say they' re "ser
vant leaders," but that's not convincing to me. It's 
too exaggerated an effort to seem humble, when 
so much about the church structure allows, en
courages, or even requires them to act superior. 

Friends with congregation members? 

Pastors often seem to feel that they especially 
can't have friendships with members of their own 
congregation. Also, some lay members don't want 
their pastor to be closer to any one congregation 
member or family than to others. They don't want 
to feel that the pastor is giving less weight to their 
opinions than to the friend's opinions. That's a prob
lem mainly if the close friend's views agree with 
the pastor's but not with the other member's. But 
on becoming ordained, does a clergyperson forfeit 
the right to have friends in the congregations he or 
she serves? That seems like an unnecessary pen
alty for clergy to have to pay. 

It can needlessly penalize congregation mem
bers, too. For a member whose interests are similar 
to the pastor's but not to those of many other con
gregation members, not getting to have the pastor 
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as a friend deprives both the pastor and the lay 
member of a valuable kindred spirit, often when 
few others are locally available. 

If the pastor and member are ~ 
of the opposite sex, there can of 
course be trouble if the closeness 
of their intellectual and spiritual interests happens 
to spark sexual attraction. Even if the friendship 
doesn't include sexual attraction, suspicion and 
thus criticism from church members can arise and 
harm both the pastor and the member. 

Current news reports about U.S. Vice President 
Mike Pence describe his efforts to avoid this kind of 
problem. He follows a policy of avoiding one-on
one meetings with women, we' re told. He never 
eats alone with a woman other than his wife, and 
he won't attend events featuring alcohol without 
his wife by his side. Evangelist Billy Graham had a 
similar rule for himself and everyone on his team: 
never be alone with a woman other than his wife. 

Should pastors follow the "Pence Rule" and the 
"Graham Rule" when dealing with ordained or lay 
people of the opposite sex? I don't think so. I share 
the views expressed about this in the April 5, 2017 

issue of The Baptist Standard, in an article 
by Meredith Stone. She has served as a 

minister in churches and church-re
lated institutions, she reports, and as 
a woman has always been in the mi

nority gender in those. Most of her peers are male, 
Stone tells us, and almost all mentors and supervi
sors she has had have been male. If any of those 
men had not let her spend one-to-one time with 
them, she assures us, she would not have been able 
to learn and grow into the ministry she does today. 

She feels that such conversations can happen 
while still being wise: being where there is 
a window in the room or a person on ~ 

the other side of the door, or hav
ing lunch in a public place. But of 
course, these settings may not pro
vide the privacy necessary for 
confidential conversations. 

Robbing both sexes needlessly 

"I grew up in a church culture," Meredith Stone 
tells her readers, "that said girls needed to do certain 
things so the boys wouldn't be tempted. The girls' 

job was to prevent the boys from struggling with 
sexual sin." It took her years, she says, to realize 
that the boys' sin wasn't her responsibility. "No 
matter what a person is wearing, what they are 
doing, or where they are, "she now realizes, 
"responsibility lies with the person who thinks or 
acts on lust. Not the other way around." Stone 
believes, as I also do, that women are devalued by 
men's avoiding one-to-one meetings with opposite
sex peers because of possible sexual temptation. It 
mistakenly says women are solely sexual beings, 
not full persons who have something positive to 
contribute to men and to the world. 

What about Paul's instruction in Romans 14, 
about not doing anything that causes another per
son to stumble? It only advocates avoiding superfi
cial practices that you happen to consider okay but 
others don't. It doesn't advocate stifling your best 

self. "Limiting conversations between men 
and women potentially robs women of 
opportunities and professional growth, 
contributes to inequity and leadership 

gaps between men and women, and perpetuates 
the 'good old boy network,' " writes Meredith 
Stone. I agree, and I'll add this: it also potentially 
robs men of opportunities and professional growth, 
and it can rob both men and women of needed 
friendships with kindred spirits that they would 
otherwise lack. 

"By all means," urges Meredith Stone, "let's be 
smart about our interactions and take action to 
thwart sexual harassment, misconduct, 
and assault. But let's not do it by devalu-a. 
ing half the population." Good advice. a,F' 

Jesus had women friends . "'1/, 

Some Christians see the risk of sexual sin as a 
reason for pastors to avoid close friendships and 
one-to-one meetings with anyone of the opposite 
sex. But does following Jesus require this? I don't 
think so.Jesus didn't avoid such friendships or meet
ings with women, so why should male pastors or 
lay men? Because they're not perfect like Jesus? No. 
Claiming that excuse begs the question. 

Questions about lay and clergy friendships aren't 
easy to answer. Neither are questions about 
opposite-sex friendships. But they' re important to 
think seriously about. 




