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ABSTRACT

SHAUN MICHAEL KING
LEADING LARGE WITHOUT LOSING SOUL: EQUIPPING SENIOR PASTORS OF
LARGE CONGREGATIONS TO DISCOVER, NURTURE, AND LEAD, FROM THE
TRUE SELF
Under the direction of William Loyd Allen, Ph.D., Supervisor

In the context of large church leadership, the success of a congregation is often
associated with the public persona of its senior pastor. The result is a very real temptation
on the part of the senior pastor to place a high premium on this public persona and
leverage the better part of his or her energies in cultivating and preserving it at all costs.
Gone unexamined or unattended, this unique dynamic makes it challenging for senior
pastors of large congregations to maintain true integrity and lead from a position of
authentic selfhood. In a context that often enables narcissistic tendencies of egopreservation and promotion, it was the primary goal of this project to discover what
deliberate practices of personal soul-care would empower and equip senior pastors of
large congregations to continually lead from a position of authentic selfhood.
To accomplish this task, traits were first identified that were characteristic of large
church pastors who led from the true self. Then, five senior pastors of large congregations
from across the U.S. were selected and interviewed in one-on-one, guided interviews, to
determine what deliberate behaviors and practices aided them in their own personal soul
care. The resulting data revealed seven themes that emerged as common among all five
pastors. The themes were: A Way of Life, Sabbath-keeping, Personal Accountability and
Community, Spiritual Practices, Physical Exercise, Calendar-management, and Staff
Community.
After introducing the background problem in detail, this thesis traces the
theological, biblical, and historical foundations of this quest for authentic selfhood. It
then details the particular challenges to this quest, as found within the context of large
church leadership. The seven themes that emerged from the project are then described in
detail. Finally, the thesis concludes with four practical pathways for future development
and work. These pathways are: future writing projects, podcasts, retreats, and staff
development.

xi

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
In the fall of 2012, I received the call to serve as Senior Pastor of Johns Creek
Baptist Church, in Alpharetta, Georgia. Johns Creek Baptist Church (JCBC) is a large
sized congregation situated in the suburbs of northern Atlanta. Average worship
attendance at JCBC is approximately one thousand people each Sunday, with an
estimated 1400-1500 unique worshippers in attendance at least once per month. There are
sixty-two staff members, with six full-time, ordained clergy, and an annual operating
budget north of 4.3 million dollars. Johns Creek is a theologically moderate congregation,
affiliated with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship.
The name and renown of the church had been well established for many years
prior to my arrival there. It is one of the larger congregations in our denomination, well
resourced, and equipped with innovative ministries, programs, and highly talented staff.
The church’s founding pastor, Dr. William Self, was an iconic figure within Baptist life
and had led the congregation through its first twenty years of remarkable expansion and
growth. The invitation to take on such a weighty mantle and lead the church into its next
era of ministry was both exhilarating and terrifying all at once.
Problem
I have served as senior pastor in three congregations of varying sizes. With each
transition, the size and scope of my ministry tripled, and the expectations of my pastoral
identity morphed. With this most recent call to Johns Creek Baptist Church, I have
1
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observed that in the context of large church leadership, the success of a congregation is
often associated with the public persona of its senior pastor. The result is a very real
temptation on the part of the senior pastor to place a high premium on this public persona
and leverage the better part of his or her energies in cultivating and preserving it at all
costs.
To be sure, leadership in the context of large congregations requires a certain egostrength. Often, the complexities inherent in large church systems will naturally require
senior pastors to be capable and competent in leading multiple staff, managing sizeable
budgets, and inspiring large numbers of attendees week after week. If unexamined or
unattended, however, the very ego-strength that qualifies the leader as well suited for the
task can become a source of great challenge when striving to maintain spiritual and
emotional congruency and lead with a genuine sense of authentic selfhood.
Research Question
In a context that often enables narcissistic tendencies of ego-preservation and
promotion, it was the primary pursuit of this research to address one central question:
What deliberate practices of personal soul-care would empower and equip senior pastors
of large congregations to continually lead from a position of authentic selfhood?
Identifying such practices could provide a pathway for greater vocational integrity as well
as spiritual congruency within the personal and public lives of these senior pastors. It is
for the purpose of seeking resolution to this question that this research and project have
been conducted.
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Procedure
To accomplish this task, I gathered qualitative research data via ethnographic
analysis. As an ethnographic study, my data collection was a combination of observation,
participation, and interpretation. Given the nature of my subject (soul-care among large
church pastors), I performed my research as a participant-observer. I too serve as a senior
pastor of a large congregation and am subject to be both informed and transformed by the
discoveries made. This project demonstrated in tangible ways what Elizabeth Dreyer
refers to as “the self-implicating nature” of the study of spirituality. 1
Getting at the heart of my research question first required a broader survey of the
human struggle for authentic selfhood, as identified and addressed in multiple ways
throughout the ages. Framing my research with contemporary definitions of authentic
selfhood and its inherent challenges, I then return to ancient scripture. From the earliest
expression of this tension in poems and stories of creation, I trace noted examples of
struggle throughout the Hebrew Bible as well as the Christian New Testament. From
there, I observe the ongoing pursuit of the true self through the rapidly changing contexts
of the early Christian era, including the ascetic practices of desert mothers and fathers at
the dawn of the Constantinian Synthesis, in the “rules of life” practiced among the
monastic orders of the medieval era, and in the Reformers of the early sixteenth century.
After demonstrating the theological, biblical, and historical underpinnings of this
tension between the true self and the false self within people of faith throughout the ages,
1

Elizabeth A. Dreyer and Mark S. Burrows, eds., Minding the Spirit: The Study of
Christian Spirituality (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 64.
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I narrowed the focus of research to understand the specific contextual dynamics and
challenges facing senior pastors of large congregations today who desire to live, lead, and
love from the true self. In this area of research, I rely heavily upon the work of noted
experts in the field of large church dynamics, who help identify the particular core
competencies necessary for senior pastors who lead congregations above a certain size
threshold. Reflecting on these competencies, I then identify specific places where such
competencies present potential conflict for the senior pastor pursuing a greater embrace
of the true self.
After first presenting an understanding of the concepts of the “true self” and
“false self” as understood in our current era; and after having demonstrated the universal
and timeless quest in the biblical narrative and throughout church history to cultivate and
preserve ongoing spiritual integrity and authentic selfhood through disciplines and
practices bequeathed from the ancients; and after having articulated the contemporary
crisis facing senior pastors of large congregations to lead from a place of authentic
selfhood amid contexts that celebrate and cultivate the traits associated with the false self,
I then identify a set of objective and observable characteristics that are illustrative of one
who is living and leading from the true self.
Naming these characteristics was crucial in order to identify the disciplines and
behaviors that aid in cultivating and preserving them. I present this case for these
characteristics of the “true self” based on the growing body of literature on the subject,
with particular focus on the work of two leading experts in their respective fields of
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study: Reverend Susan Beaumont and Father. Richard Rohr, OFM. Reverend Beaumont
is a consultant and expert in the field of leadership and large congregation dynamics. Her
existing work, as well as her willingness to participate in guided interviews within this
project, enabled me to build upon a wealth of data already existing regarding behaviors of
large church pastors. Father Rohr is a leading voice in the conversation regarding true
and false selves. His life-work of research and writings on the subject proved invaluable
in regard to insights on ego-maintenance among leaders and the ancient spiritual
disciplines which are intended to empower authentic selfhood.
After these characteristics are named, I then identify five senior pastors of large
congregations from across the nation who are known to demonstrate such traits in their
public and personal lives. Selection of these individuals was the result of multiple
methods: personal knowledge, references made by colleagues or the above-mentioned
experts, and individuals who have contributed to the field of leadership and authentic
selfhood through authoring books, articles, or blogs on the subject. Great effort was made
to ensure an appropriate degree of diversity was established with my sample group, by
way of gender, age, race, denominational affiliation, and geographical location.
Once identified, I conducted one-on-one guided interviews with each pastor.
Questions focused on the public and personal lives of the subjects, and were designed to
gain some insight into the deliberate practices or disciplines that may contribute to his or
her ongoing soul-care. The primary resources that guided me in this step of the project
were Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of
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Ministry Theses,2 by Timothy Sensing; Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and
Mixed Methods Approaches, 3 by John W. Creswell; and Ethnography Essentials:
Designing, Conducting, and Presenting Your Research, 4 by Julian Murchison.
After the data was coded and interpreted, I recognized a number of themes begin
to emerge as common trends among my subjects. These trends are noted in a variety of
behavioral disciplines and spiritual practices. This project presents the disciplines and
practices that my research revealed as most helpful in nurturing and cultivating the true
self. This information was crucial in addressing the stated question of my research:
namely, what deliberate practices of personal soul-care would empower and equip senior
pastors of large congregations to continually lead from a position of authentic selfhood?
Limitations and Delimitations
A primary limitation to this project was in the nature and nuance of ethnography
itself. Most ethnographic studies involve the researcher studying an “intact cultural group
in a natural setting over a prolonged period of time.”5 Typically, the researcher becomes
immersed in a particular context over an extended period of time in order to observe,
participate, and interpret. In this study, the context was not one of location, but rather
2

Timothy Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for
Doctor of Ministry Theses (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2011).
3

John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods
Approaches, 4th ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2013).
4

Julian Murchison, Ethnography Essentials: Designing, Conducting, and Presenting
Your Research, 1st ed. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2010).
5

Creswell, Research Design, 14.
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vocation. It was the shared experience of leading large congregations (in a variety of
locales) that constituted the ethnographic research method. My own day-to-day
experience in leading a large congregation ensures that I, too, was immersed in the very
context I sought to understand from the other participants in the study.
A significant delimitation worth mentioning here was the influence of personality
type. Clearly, the management of one’s personal interior life and outward public persona
is influenced by personality as a significant variable. While many helpful resources
abound in this arena (e.g. The Enneagram, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, etc.), the
study of personality was outside the purview of this study and was not included within
the project in any targeted way.
Another significant delimitation was the broader impact the senior pastor’s
personal soul care has on the church he or she serves. It is my conviction that senior
pastors who are deliberately attentive to the interior life, and whose own sense of soul or
true self is well nurtured, tend to lead churches into an ever-deepening awareness and
nurturing of the same. Whole new areas of inquiry and research arise when one begins to
ask the same questions of the institution that one asks of the institution’s leader. Namely,
can an institution have a sense of soul, or true self? If so, what is required on the part of
the senior leader in order provoke it, nurture it, tend it? What is the correlation between
the interior life of the senior pastor, and that of the institution’s soul? While these
questions raise exciting possibilities for future research, this area of inquiry was beyond
the scope of this project, and was not included in my research.
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Definition of Terms
There are three terms that will be used frequently in this research and subsequent
project. These terms are true self, false self, and large congregations. Each of these terms
must be clearly defined in order to proceed.
True Self
The true self describes a person’s most authentic and God-given identity.
Theologians, philosophers, and writers have offered numerous ways to speak of this
reality. Parker Palmer observes how “Quakers call it the inner teacher or the inner light.
Hasidic Jews call it a spark of the Divine. Humanists call it identity and integrity. (And)
in popular parlance, people often call it soul.” 6 Martha Beck refers to what she calls the
“essential self,” which she says is who we are “in-the-raw.” As she puts it, the essential
self was “formed before you were born, and it will remain until you’ve shuffled off your
mortal coil.”7 One of the leading voices in the conversation about authentic selfhood is
Fr. Richard Rohr, OFM. His description of the “True Self” has been the principle
understanding embraced in this study. According to Rohr, “the true self is what makes
you, you…it neither postures nor pretends.” 8

6

Parker J. Palmer, A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey Toward an Undivided Life:
Welcoming the Soul and Weaving Community in a Wounded World (San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass, 2011), 33.
7

Martha Beck, Finding Your Own North Star: Claiming the Life You Were Meant to
Live (New York, NY: Three Rivers Press, 2001), 4.
8

Richard Rohr, Immortal Diamond: The Search for Our True Self (San Francisco, CA: JosseyBass, 2013), 52.
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False Self
The false self is that projected, largely contrived, and idealized version of
ourselves that we tend to project to the outer world. Rohr explains that the false self is not
necessarily the “bad self” or the “deceitful self.” The trouble is that it often “poses and
thus substitutes for the real thing.” 9
Large Congregations
Definitions of congregational size have evolved greatly over the years. I am most
indebted to the work of Susan Beaumont in her book Inside the Large Congregation for
help in developing a matrix to use for my definition. 10 For purposes of this project, my
definition included three specific criteria: average number of weekend worship attendees,
size of operating budget, and size of ministry staff. Therefore, “large” is defined within
this project as at least 750 persons in weekend worship attendance, an annual budget of
two million dollars or higher, and a ministry staff that includes five or more full-time
ordained clergy.
Assumptions
There are some assumptions I have made from the beginning. The first was that
these particular subjects of this study were willing to engage such a sensitive dialogue.
The very nature of the false self is to project and protect an idealized version of one’s

9
10

Ibid., 60.

Susan Beaumont, Inside the Large Congregation (Herndon, VA: Rowman &
Littlefield, 2011), 78-79.
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best self. A major assumption I made was that these participants would be willing to
speak candidly and transparently about their own struggle with authentic selfhood. While
this was quite the risk, I believed fruitful dialogue could emerge and valuable data could
be gathered if the introduction were done in a way that was disarming and respectful.
Another assumption I made was that there are challenges unique to senior pastors
of large congregations. The truth is, the quest for authentic selfhood is not unique to any
one group. Nor are senior pastors of medium or small sized congregations exempt from
the challenges and trappings of the false self. I sought to demonstrate, however, that there
are indeed some unique challenges that are amplified when leading congregations above
a certain size threshold.
Purpose and Significance
In the lives of senior pastors who lead large congregations, nothing is more
important than the call to vigorously pursue a life of authentic selfhood. In a ministry
context that so often seems to reward the false self with its achievements and successes
and celebration of largess, it requires a deliberate attentiveness to the interior life for
senior pastors of large congregations to be drawn to something better, something truer. It
takes deliberate disciplines to resist the ego inflation that so often accompanies the public
persona of this high profile calling.
If this does not happen, much more than the senior pastor’s spiritual integrity is at
stake. The health and integrity of the congregation-at-large is also at risk. If the senior
pastor leads (unexamined) from his or her false self, if he or she is driven only by the
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desire to climb, contend, compete, and compare, it is entirely possible for the
congregation to become fixed on pursuing only those characteristics that are associated
with the false self. Before long the congregation’s identity (its sense of true selfhood) is
compromised, and so is its authentic witness in the world.
As a senior pastor of a large congregation, I have a vested interest in the outcome
of this project. There is an authentic identity that is Johns Creek Baptist Church. It is one
of courage and sacrifice, of risk-taking and unwavering trust in God’s care. Yet, with the
very high regard they have for the office of pastor, I recognize the incredible influence
my own personal priorities and values have on those of the congregation. For this reason
it is crucial I (and other large church pastors) remain deliberately attentive to the interior
life and seek out the daily disciplines that make it possible to order a life of greater
authenticity and spiritual congruency.
This project and the research out of which it was born carry immense
significance, and enormous hope. If understood and embraced, the particular disciplines
and practices of personal soul care uncovered in this project offer pathways to greater
authenticity and spiritual congruency for the leaders of today’s largest churches. The
impact of discovering such pathways could strengthen and preserve the integrity of the
church and its witness in the world for ages to come. To that end, we now turn our
attention to the theological, biblical, and historical foundations for this study.

CHAPTER 2
THEOLOGICAL, BIBLICAL, HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS
The central, underlying issue that gives rise to this project is the timeless and
universal human struggle for authentic selfhood. While this struggle has gone by many
names and has worn many faces throughout the ages, the challenge to maintain a life of
true integrity has been braided into the narrative of Christian faith from the very
beginning. What I have attempted to demonstrate as a contemporary crisis for senior
pastors of large congregations is by no means a new problem, nor one that is limited to
any one subgroup of religious leaders, or for that matter religious people in general. This
tension is a familiar one, and is imbedded within our common human condition and
experience. Yet, in order to make observations that prove helpful for the particular focus
group of this project--namely, senior pastors of large congregations--a basic foundation
must first be established in understanding what is meant by authentic selfhood, the true
and false selves, and the ongoing quest to sustain a life of spiritual congruency.
A careful survey of this tension between the true self and false self reveals
significant theological, biblical, and historical underpinnings that can be traced over the
long arc of our ongoing narrative of faith. Recognizing the often-hidden dynamics of the
interior life within people of faith, particularly faith leaders, over time enables the
discerning spiritual leader of today to benefit from the collective witness and cumulative
wisdom of the ancients. To accomplish this task, we will first establish a contemporary
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theological framework for addressing the true and false selves. After demonstrating what
is meant theologically by this quest for spiritual congruency, we will then explore how
this tension and the effort manage it can be seen deeply rooted in and woven throughout
the sweeping themes of the biblical text, and beyond scripture in the development of
contemplative spiritual practices and disciplines throughout Christian history.
Theological Foundations
The implications of the pursuit of authentic selfhood through contemplative
practices among faith leaders are readily apparent in contemporary theology. Numerous
Roman Catholic and Protestant thinkers have made this quest a central focal point of their
theology and practice. Understanding the contemporary context out of which this
attention emerges is essential to the foundation of my research and project.
Second Vatican Council (1962-1965)
The Second Vatican Council (Vatican II) of the early 1960’s made extraordinary
reforms in Catholic faith and praxis. 1 Catholic scholars as well as contemplatives from a
variety of monastic orders, including Frs William Meninger, Basil Pennington, Thomas
Keating, and Thomas Merton advanced the practice of contemplative spirituality and the
quest for authentic selfhood both within and beyond the ecclesial boundaries of
Catholicism.
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The reforms of Vatican II charged Catholic leaders to engage in ecumenical and
interfaith dialogue. This ecumenical spirit encouraged greater depth in and wider embrace
of authentic, meaningful spirituality across multiple traditions. Vatican II promoted a
renewed interest in ancient, time-tested contemplative spiritual disciplines while
simultaneously sharing these practices with Protestants and other non-Catholics. This
openness prompted a renewal in deliberate attentiveness to the hidden dynamics of the
interior life, which are common to all people of faith, under the rubric of the true and
false selves.
Thomas Merton, O.C.S.O.
For the purposes of this project no voice had greater impact on Protestants’
introduction to the contemplative life in quest of authentic selfhood than Thomas Merton,
O.C.S.O. Merton, in fact, first coined the words “true self / false self” in his work, New
Seeds of Contemplation.2 William Loyd Allen suggests, “Merton found his message
concerning contemplation riding a wave of Vatican II-era ecumenism onto and beyond
Protestant shores, including Baptist ones. 3 Merton’s friendship with the young Baptist
historian E. Glenn Hinson provoked a fusion of contemplative spirituality and theological
education within many of today’s progressive Baptist seminaries and schools of theology.
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Hinson underscores this reality in the concluding thoughts of an article entitled Thomas
Merton, My Brother: The Impact of Thomas Merton on My Life and Thought: “Thanks to
what we have experienced together since John XXIII became pope, especially through
the gift of Thomas Merton, we are all able to own the whole tradition of Christian
spirituality as our tradition.”4
The True and False Selves
Through Merton’s influence, the larger Christian world now had a new way to
address a quite ancient struggle. The terms true self and false self, now a part of the
common vernacular, offered candid ways to speak of the hidden dynamics of the ongoing
interior struggle to live authentically from one’s truest, God-given identity. Merton
explains, “Every one of us is shadowed by an illusory person: a false self. We are not
very good at recognizing illusions, least of all the ones we cherish about ourselves.”5
Furthermore, the true self is also difficult to detect. Merton speaks of the true self as
hidden in what seems to be nothingness, and yet is so much more:
At the center of our being is a point of nothingness which is untouched by sin and
by illusion, a point of pure truth, a point or spark which belongs entirely to God,
which is never at our disposal, from which God disposes of our lives, which is
inaccessible to the fantasies of our own mind or the brutalities of our own will.
This little point of nothingness and of absolute poverty is the pure glory of God in
us. It is so to speak (God’s) name written in us, as our poverty, as our indigence,
as our dependence, as our sonship (and daughtership). It is like a pure diamond,
blazing with the invisible light of heaven. It is in everybody, and if we could see it
4
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we would see these billions of points of light coming together in the face and
blaze of a sun that would make all the darkness and cruelty of life vanish
completely. I have no program for this seeing. It is only given. But the gate of
heaven is everywhere. 6
Though shadowed from plain sight, this most authentic self, hidden in God, is
most surely accessible. Merton believes “We can rise above this unreality and recover our
hidden reality.”7 Later, he summarizes the tension once more, but with exceeding
optimism. He writes, “We have the choice of two identities: the external mask which
seems to be real, and the hidden, inner person who seems to us to be nothing, but who
can give himself [or herself] eternally to the truth in whom he [or she] subsists.” 8
This way of describing the hidden dynamics of the interior life proved fruitful for
countless contemplatives-in-training. It served to reinvigorate a deliberate form of
spirituality that empowers a sustainable pathway to discover and nurture a life of
authentic selfhood. It continues to provide such a pathway of possibility today.
While Merton was the first person to coin the terms, he by no means was the last
voice in the conversation. Three of the more prominent voices deliberately addressing
this subject today are Martha Beck, Parker Palmer, and Richard Rohr, O.F.M. Each of
these individuals continues to advance the dialogue regarding the quest for authentic
selfhood, in profound ways.
6
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Martha Beck
Dr. Martha Beck presents a kind of “cartography of the soul” in her 2001 book,
Finding Your Own North Star: Claiming the Life You Were Meant to Live. 9 In this book,
Beck observes that at the core of human experience there is a deep, abiding selfawareness that is entirely accessible. This awareness is what she calls the essential self.
The essential self is one’s unique individuality, who one is “in-the-raw.” As she puts it,
“your essential self is formed before you were born, and it will remain until you’ve
shuffled off your mortal coil.”11
The challenge, however, is that competing with the essential self is another part of
our identity, which Beck names as the “social self.”12 The social self develops in response
to pressures from the people in the world around us. These pressures have an incredible
shaping power in our lives and can tragically prevent us from living up to and into the
fullest and truest versions of ourselves.
Beck seeks to equip individuals who desire to grow in awareness of authentic
selfhood with the capacity to recognize and manage the dynamics between the essential
self and the social self, and in so doing better align the trajectory of one’s life in the
direction of one’s own north star. Though departing from the Mertonian parlance of “true
self / false self,” Beck does an exceptional job of illuminating the very same tensions of
9
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interiority from the perspective of the social sciences, underscoring the credibility of the
theological approach.
Parker Palmer
In contributions such as Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of
Vocation,13 and A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey Toward the Undivided Life,14 Parker
Palmer offers insight into the arduous but worthy struggle to rediscover one’s most
authentic identity and live fully and freely from within. A Quaker and contemplative,
Palmer calls others to a life of non-violence, not merely in the most obvious physical
sense, but more profoundly to a life of non-violence to one’s truest personhood.
In A Hidden Wholeness, Palmer makes the strong case that most people live
divided lives. In a world of great aggression and violence, we learn very early in the
journey that in order to survive, parts of us, the most authentic and vulnerable elements of
our identities, must be tucked away, protected, hidden from plain sight. We construct an
exterior life with all of its props and protections, while insulating our truest sense of self,
or soul. The trouble with this arrangement is that it promotes a life of tragic
disintegration. We are literally dis-integrated from true community with others and
worse, from true knowledge and intimacy of our own soul.
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But Palmer suggests there is hope. Well-practiced in the contemplative life
himself, the title of Palmer’s book is a borrowed phrase from Merton, and reveals the
theological foundation of his premise. Contrary to all of life’s fractured appearances,
“there is in all things…a hidden wholeness.” 15 It is possible to live a well-integrated life
of spiritual congruency. One can be whole. This wholeness, however, as Palmer reminds
the reader throughout the book, is always “risky business,” because pursuing it requires
that we become “vulnerable in ways we would prefer to avoid.”16 With the propensity
toward self-preservation in mind, Palmer speaks of the soul, a.k.a. the true self, being shy
like a “wild animal,”17 in need of being coaxed courageously from the woods. Palmer is
convinced this gradual emergence of the soul can transpire through deliberate spiritual
practices.
Richard Rohr, O.F.M.
To understand the historical human pursuit of spiritual integrity and authentic
selfhood across the ages, no voice has been more influential than that of Father Richard
Rohr, O.F.M. Rohr’s contributions which were most helpful in establishing a theological
foundation to this research are Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two Halves of
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Life,18 Immortal Diamond: The Search for Our True Self,19 and True Self, False Self.20 In
these works, Rohr identifies the universal struggle among all human beings to maintain
authentic selfhood amid cultures determined to inflate the ego and live out of a projected,
idealized version of one’s life.
Rohr invites all who are willing to engage the human journey as a spiritual
pilgrimage from the necessary egocentrism of our beginnings to the exceedingly larger
world of authentic selfhood and true liberation. He is convinced there is a deeper and
more profound journey that is available to all who have the eyes to see it and the courage
to pursue it. Courage, however, will indeed be required. This kind of transformation
cannot be experienced without great struggle and “necessary suffering.”21 For many, it is
this suffering that brings redemptive meaning and transformation in the end. For others, it
is precisely what keeps them from the adventure at all.
Rohr speaks of authentic selfhood as a kind of treasure that has been waiting to be
discovered all of your life. According to Rohr:
Your True Self is who you are, and always have been in God. The great surprise
and irony is that ‘you,’ or who you think you are, has nothing to do with its
18
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original creation or its demise. It's sort of disempowering and utterly empowering
at the same time, isn't it? All you can do is nurture it. 22
The false self is the opposite of the true self. It is an idealized, projected version
of what is real. The false idealized version is projected for the sake of approval,
affirmation, or impression, yet ungrounded in the very thing that makes you, you. As
Rohr puts it:
Your ‘false’ self is how you define yourself outside of love, relationship, or divine
union. After you have spent many years building this separate, egoic self, with all
its labels and habits, you are very attached to it. And why wouldn’t you be? It’s
all you know.23
It may be all one knows, but Rohr, like the contemplatives before him, believes it
is entirely possible to move beyond this limited knowing to more, not so much in the
cognitive sense of knowing, but rather in the experiential sense of intimacy--of knowing
and being known. The intended vocation of religion itself is to equip and empower this
kind of knowing. According to Rohr:
The single and true purpose of mature religion is to lead you to ever new
experiences of your True Self. If religion does not do this, it is junk religion.
Every Sacrament, every Bible story, every church service, every sermon, every
hymn, every bit of priesthood, ministry, or liturgy is for one purpose: to allow you
to experience your True Self—who you are in God and who God is in you—and
to live a generous life from that Infinite Source. 24
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If Rohr is right, and the true purpose of mature religion is to lead individuals to
ever new experiences of the true self, the question becomes, “How are we doing?” How
has the church attempted to empower such a pursuit throughout her history? Given the
current theological understanding of authentic selfhood and the hidden dynamics of the
interior life, we are now able to examine how “mature religion” throughout time has
attempted to recognize and respond to this tension, and ultimately cultivate true selfhood
through deliberate attentiveness to the interior life.
Biblical Foundations
Woven throughout the biblical witness in both the Hebrew Bible and the New
Testament is the timeless struggle for authentic selfhood. In narrating the journey of faith,
writers of these ancient texts clearly identify the trappings of the divided life and the
interior struggle for authentic selfhood from context to context and age to age. If the true
self is who a person is in God without pretension or projection, the Bible is replete with
example after example of moments, seasons, and eras, when persons and peoples have
experienced the visceral tension inherent in this quest for true selfhood, and the everpresent temptation to succumb to the trappings of the false self. For our purposes here,
we will limit our examples to The Garden of Eden, The Patriarchs and Matriarchs, King
David, Jesus, and Paul.
The Garden of Eden
The story of our faith begins as a pristine vision of authentic identity. The first
two chapters of Genesis invite readers to imagine human identity in its original and most
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beautifully integrated state: the community of God creating and enjoying unbridled and
unbroken communion with humankind and the whole of the created order. The writers
gift us with two variations of the creation story. The first (Gen1:1-2:3)25 declares
humankind created in “God’s own image.” Genesis 1:27a declares, “So God created
humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them.” The second (Gen 2:4-25)
conveys the intimacy of creation as mortal and Maker share Divine breath, nostril to
nostril in the holy moment of becoming.
Humankind began then, and begins now, in and with God. Perhaps the most
compelling image describing this unencumbered state of belonging and natural identity
comes at the end of Genesis 2, as we find the first humans “were both naked, and were
not ashamed.”(Gen 2:25b). In the original human design, there was no need for cover, for
pretention, nor projection. Vulnerability was welcome.
All too soon, in Genesis 3, the false self overshadows the true self. The first humans
succumb to the temptation to live by an alternate vision for their existence. Instead of
abiding confidently within the boundaried-freedom of true identity as beloved beings
created in the image of God, they hungered for more. Feeding the false self’s insatiable
craving for more than what is truly one’s own, they longed to fill their bellies with that
which will never fully satisfy. The choice results in their expulsion from the garden:
“therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from
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which he was taken” (Gen 3:23). With a provocative imagery, the mortals must till (dig,
cultivate, fertilize, nurture) the very ground (or source) of their being. Herein is
symbolized the tension that will be the human plight always.
The Patriarchs and Matriarchs
Another way the quest for authentic selfhood can be traced in the sweeping
themes of the Bible is in the struggle for identity formation in the lives of the patriarchs
and matriarchs. From the call of Abram and Sarai in Gen 12 to the funeral of Israel in
Gen 50, the writers demonstrate one saga after the next in which these early forebears of
the faith must learn, typically through failure and recovery, who they were meant to be
and where their truest sense of selfhood was found. Two notable examples are the lives of
Abram and Jacob.
Abram. The call to “go from your country and your kindred and your father’s
house to the land that I will show you,” (Gen 12:1b) was in every conceivable way a call
to discover his true self. This departure from one’s homeland, would become in reality a
sojourn toward the truer homeland of the soul. Abram and Sarai undergo trials that had
the shaping power to forge their true selves upon the anvil of failure, embarrassment, and
shame. One such episode is seen in their journey to Egypt to seek relief from a famine in
the land (Gen 12:1-20). There, Abram and Sarai conspired to veil their true identities, and
feign the role of brother and sister so that in Sarai’s attractiveness “it may go well with
me,” (Gen 12:13) says Abram. The allure of the false is hard to miss in this story. This is
clear not only in the deliberate effort to project an image for the sake of appeal and
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approval, but also in the tension initiated by famine. This longing to fill the stomach and
be satisfied draws each and all of us to compromise our integrity in pursuit of
satisfaction, comfort, and security.
Jacob. While a similar soul-journey can be traced in each of the patriarchs and
matriarchs perhaps none demonstrates more dramatically the struggle for self-identity
than Jacob’s night time wrestling match at Peniel by the banks of the Jabbok River. This
struggle to confront the false self and embrace the true is enacted with dramatic flair in
Genesis 32:22-32.
Jacob, whose name means “trickster” or “supplanter,” had spent the better part of
his life living up to his name. Having acquired great success through conniving, cheating,
and manipulating most of the significant relationships in his life, he had burned all of his
bridges and was about to be confronted by his brother and his four hundred men of war.
On the eve of the confrontation, Jacob does what is prudent, and divides all of his
property and people, sending them in different directions. The image is apt. No image
could be more appropriate in arranging the context of the ensuing conflict. The struggle
for authentic selfhood is always precipitated by division. It is the divided life that the
quest for true selfhood seeks to unify.
In the text, Jacob is alone by the river and is confronted in the night by an
unidentified stranger. Some interpret this mysterious entity as God, others as an angel or
some other kind of divine being. Only after the struggle is more clarity reached. The fight
continued through the night. Just before the break of dawn, when neither had prevailed,
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the stranger strikes Jacob on the hip socket and seeks release. Jacob refuses to let go until
a blessing is given. So, the stranger asks Jacob for his name. There by the river,
exhausted, injured, nearly defeated, and starkly aware of the imminent dangers of his own
making that await when morning breaks, Jacob is asked his name. In desperation and near
defeat, he must say it: Jacob. I am trickster. I am supplanter.
For what the reader must believe is the first time in his life, Jacob comes to grips
with the hard realities of identity, of true and false selfhood, and the stark reality that
there must be more to him than this version which has resulted in division, separation,
fear, and conflict. In that moment, the stranger renames him, “You shall no longer be
called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have
prevailed” (Gen 32:28).
His authentic identity, his true self, was not trickster. It was simply a part of him,
a version of Jacob that had dominated most of his life. His true identity was, and had
always been, Israel. His story demonstrates that only through similar struggle, anguish,
and what Richard Rohr calls “necessary suffering”28 can we come to this new name, our
true self. Put another way, “Before the truth ‘sets you free,’ it tends to make you
miserable.”29 It is in the painful struggle of Jacob’s night-time grappling match that the
discovery of authentic self is clearly possible, but not without significant interior tension
within.
28
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King David
The tension between the true and false self can also be witnessed in the life of
King David. We are introduced to the boy-who-would-be-king with the most remarkable
characterization. Having sought a “man after God’s own heart” (1 Sam 13:14), the young
shepherd boy is brought before the prophet Samuel.
Having already seen the lineup of David’s older and seemingly more capable
brothers, Samuel was not impressed by the unassuming appearance of young David. Then
the Lord speaks, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his (brother’s)
stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look
on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart” (1 Sam 16:7). God could see
a strength of character and identity deep within David, that could not be as easily detected
by the outward measures of strength, potential, and success.
Young David lived into the fullness of that identity and raw selfhood in his battle
with Goliath (1 Samuel 17). Just prior to the battle we are given a beautiful illustration of
the options David (and all) have between living and leading from the true self verses the
false. In preparation for battle, King Saul gives his armor to David. The boy attempts to
wear it, but it does not fit. It is oversized and heavy. David chooses to enter battle armed
with only that which is truly his own, a slingshot and five smooth stones. Herein is the
tension, always. The desire for armor and protection, the desire to wear Saul’s armor is
always a tendency of the false self. There must be a stripping off of that which does not
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belong, in order to face the giant with what is truly our own most authentic self,
vulnerable as it may be.
Jesus
The clearest scriptural evidence of the tension between the true and false self is
found in the life of Jesus. In Jesus is located the full integration of the God-self, which is
what the true self is, within a human being. As the ancient hymn within Colossians 1
expresses, “For in him the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (Col 1:19). This innerabiding is at the very heart of human quest for true selfhood. It is our divine self,
dwelling at the depths of us where the truest version of our identity is grounded. Indeed,
the integration of the Divine and human that we see in Jesus is the very aim of this
spiritual pursuit of true selfhood. It is available and accessible to every human being. For
this reason, Jesus preferred one title to describe himself above all others: “Son of Man” 30
or expressed another way, representative of all humankind. The union found within Jesus
is possible for all. The message of the Gospels is that it also comes by the same way for
us as for Jesus, by taking up one’s cross and dying daily to the false self. Jesus invites all
who long for the authentic life of true selfhood to join his way:
If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those
who lose their life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit them if they gain
the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their
life? (Matt 16:24-26)
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Even within the person and life-experience of Jesus, however, the interior tension
of authentic selfhood can be traced. Perhaps the most penetrating demonstration is found
in his wilderness temptations. While the temptation narratives are found in all three of the
synoptic Gospels, none illustrates the tension more clearly for our purposes than those
found in the fourth chapter of Luke.
Prior to the temptations, Luke presents a curious rendering of the genealogy of
Christ in chapter three. Starting with Jesus, the genealogy moves in reverse order through
time to Adam. Beginning with “He was the son (as was thought) of Joseph son of
Heli, son of Matthat, son of Levi...etc.” (Luke 3:23-24ff), the genealogy concludes with
“son of Enos, son of Seth, son of Adam, son of God” (Luke 3:38).
As the chapter turns to Luke 4, the image lingering in the reader’s mind is that
this One (Jesus) is a descendant not only of David, Abraham and Adam, but of God! Now
the question that begins chapter four will be “will this one, amid great temptation, live
into his identity and true self as the Son of God, or not?
What follows are three temptations characteristic of the false self: the temptation
to acquire authority over all the kingdoms of the world, the temptation to jump from the
pinnacle of the temple, and the temptation to turn stones to bread. In his book In the
Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership, Henri Nouwen summarizes these
temptations as the temptation to be relevant, the temptation to be popular by doing
something remarkable, and the temptation to be powerful in your leadership, to lead
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rather than be led.31 No lures could be more descriptive of the false self than these. In
Jesus, we witness the struggle common to all humankind. Would he be faithful to his
distinct identity as Son of God? Or would he too succumb to the trappings of the false
self—to power, relevance, and spectacle? While Jesus proved himself as the example par
excellence in cultivating and maintaining authentic identity, it is clear that the quest for
true selfhood is never easy, even for the Son of God.
Paul
The pursuit of the fully integrated life continues in the life and work of the
Apostle Paul. His conversion experience, recorded in Acts 9:1-19, illustrates what it
means to awaken to the reality of the true self and embrace the quest to live, lead, and
love more fully out of that identity. After establishing a reputation as one of Judaism’s
fiercest defenders and one of the more notorious persecutors of the budding church, Saul
is confronted by the Risen Christ on the road to Damascus. Blinded by the radiant light of
Christ’s presence, he is told to go to the house of Judas and wait for further instructions.
After three days, foreshadowing a resurrection of sorts, he is visited by Ananias. When
touched, the text reports that “something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight was
immediately restored” (Acts 9:18a). Henceforth, bestowed with a new identity, now Paul
rather than Saul, becomes the Lord’s chief apostle to the Gentiles.
This narrative depicts what the quest for authentic selfhood looks like. It looks
like emerging from blindness. It looks like scales falling from eyes and a new way of
31
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seeing oneself and others in the transforming light of Christ. This theme continues
throughout Paul’s ministry, including his teachings on “spirit and flesh” (Gal 5:17, 1921,24; 6:8,12-13; Eph 2:3; Rom 7:5; 8:5-9; 13:14), as well as “light and dark” (Rom
13:12; 2Cor 6:14; Eph 5:7-14; 6:11-18), and his refusal to “boast” in any human
accomplishment, save Christ (Phil 3:4-9).
Clearly, the quest for authentic selfhood is deeply rooted in the biblical witness.
Moreover, the same recognition of humankind’s dual nature and the desire to manage it
well continued long after the last pages of scripture were written. As the church expands
from a budding movement to a stalwart institution requiring particular needs for survival,
especially from its key leaders, the challenge to maintain authentic selfhood will
intensify. We now turn our attention to the ways in which this quest can be traced
throughout Christian history.
Historical Foundation
From the movement of a small band of Galilean disciples seeking to forge a way
of life in the teachings of Jesus, to the birth of the church and the rise of its influence as a
powerful institution with the backing of Imperial resources and might, the quest to
manage a life of authentic selfhood continued to be challenging, especially for its leaders,
as the church expanded.
In the earliest days of the Christian movement, the dividing line between true and
false identity in Christ was drawn in relatively unambiguous terms. Their radically
transformed way of life empowered a spiritual congruency that was visible as “Christ in
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you, the hope of glory” (Col 1:27). Fidelity to this emerging individual and communal
spiritual congruency with the true self was first tested by marginalization and
persecution, and then by cultural inclusion and privilege.
From the beginning, local and imperial persecutions challenged fidelity to
authentic Christian selfhood. From Nero until the rule of Constantine in the fourth
century, the church faced periods of intense persecution. During this era, authentic faith
was demonstrated most dramatically in martyrdom. If the crucified and risen Christ made
manifest true selfhood for the early Christians, then what clearer way to prove one’s own
true self as grounded in Christ than to share his suffering, even unto death?
Emperor Constantine’s rise in the fourth century ended the persecution of
Christians and eventuated in Christianity becoming the official Roman religion.
Constantine’s imperial church brought a radical shift in what was required of the faithful
to live authentically. No longer was red martyrdom the prime mark of fidelity to the faith.
Christianity became not only permissible but beneficial and even lucrative. Church
leaders often enjoyed imperial favor, enjoying the privileges and social comforts that
came with it.
This environment of privilege and power ushered in new challenges. Many
pastors now faced never-before-known influence and opportunity. This new arrangement
brought dynamics and temptations that are still the hallmarks of the false self: power,
prestige, positioning, persona, etc. Christian leaders seeking to manage the interior quest

33
for authenticity, integrity, and spiritual congruency in this new context had to discover
new ways to cultivate the true self.
In reaction to the new context, many chose to reject its comforts outright. A new
kind of martyrdom was embraced, later described as a “white martyrdom.” In contrast to
the (blood) red martyrdom of physical death, white martyrdom was a conscious rejection
of particular creature comforts or social privileges being afforded the church by the
Empire. Its adherents are called the desert mothers and fathers, the early Christian
monastics.
Small communities began to form away from the cities in remote places with
harsh conditions. These desert mothers and fathers began to embrace certain ascetic
practices designed to welcome a kind of “little death” daily. These practices included
poverty, chastity, and silence. 32 They developed contemplative practices of prayer,
meditation, and sacred reading (lectio divina). These early contemplatives and ascetics,
followed this disciplined way of life to maintain authentic selfhood and spiritual integrity
in a context that seemed to threaten both.
For leaders back in the cities, charged with the care of massive churches with
enormous influence, the struggle was engaged in a different way. These leaders quickly
discovered that their ministry hung on a razor’s edge. On the one hand, they were
tempted to give themselves over to their newly attained privilege and power—a lure of
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the false self. On the other hand, if they countered the values of empire and false
selfhood, and chose to follow the way of the desert mothers and fathers, they might be
dismissed as radicals and forfeit any influence or voice to speak into the conditions being
experienced by their churches in the world. Not all leaders could be true to their calling
by taking to the deserts. Some were called to navigate the arduous path of true self as
pastors of large churches in the midst of a wealthy and powerful culture.
A few found a way to live authentically in this new context with a heightened
attentiveness to their own soul care, which enabled them to maintain the needed balance.
Notable examples include Athanasius of Alexandria, John Chrysostom of Constantinople,
and Augustine of Hippo. All of these leaders were bishops of prominent churches in
powerful settings. Their experiences have great relevance to this project. They illustrate
the successful historical struggle by senior leaders of large congregations to live and lead
from the true self.
Athanasius of Alexandria (ca. 300-373 CE)
One such large church pastor of the early church was Athanasius, Bishop of
Alexandria. An extraordinary founder of fourth century spirituality, Athanasius was
passionately concerned with the Incarnation. For him, access to divine mysteries were not
found in the commonly practiced pathway of Hellenistic intellectualism, but rather, in the
immediate access of divine presence as described by the Gospel witness, by way of the
church. Charles Kannengiesser notes: “Such a spiritual vision, saturated by a lifelong
meditation on Scripture, detached from the rhetorical formalities of the learned school
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theology taught at the time in the university at Alexandria by commentators on Plato and
Aristotle, located Athanasius in the orbit of Egyptian monasticism.” 33
Athanasius became acquainted with the hermits and monastic communities of the
desert before becoming bishop, and is believed to have deepened his bonds of friendship
in the first years of his time in office. His friendship with these monks had a shaping
influence on his early ministry, and provided a stabilizing strength for him during
decades of controversy when his true identity as pastor set him in opposition to imperial
power.
It was the influence of Anthony the Hermit, however, which had the greatest
impact on Athanasius’ own quest to lead from the true self. Moved by the teachings of
Anthony and the practices of desert spirituality, Athanasius not only embraced, but
spread this influence to others in his charge. In 357 CE, hidden in the desert and protected
by the monks during the third of his five exiles, Athanasius published Life of Anthony.34
In it, he chronicles the hermit’s struggles “with devils and with himself,”35 and describes
contemplative and ascetic practices which served as a guide to the interior life for all
Christian leaders, whether in deserts or cities.
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Life of Anthony was wildly popular, and had lasting impact on the spiritual
development of many church leaders in the fourth century and beyond. Indeed, St.
Augustine of Hippo was converted while reading a copy of Life of Anthony! None,
however, benefitted more than Athanasius, who because of such exposure, was equipped
to sustain a lifetime ministry as a large church pastor, living and leading from the true
self, despite pressures of power or empire.
John Chrysostom of Constantinople (344/54-407 CE)
Born mid-fourth century in Antioch to affluent and influential parents, John
Chrysostom quickly rose to great renown as one of history’s greatest preachers. Trained
by the famed rhetorician Libanios, and the much respected Antiochene, Diodorus of
Tarsus, Chrysostom had become so revered in the pulpit that upon his ordination to
become priest in 386, he was given a special mandate for preaching. According to
Bernard McGinn, after about twenty years of pulpit ministry in both Antioch and
Constantinople, John earned the title “Golden Mouth”36 by locals, for his exceptional
skill.
While his exceptional capacity in the pulpit and his family situation fitted him
well to minister in the social context of influence and power, Chrysostom’s devotion to
spiritual integrity and authentic being grounded him and put him often at odds with the
imperial class. It is said that “his brilliant oratorical gifts never weakened the fiery
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spirituality of his ascetic ideal.” 38 In a feature article on his life, Christianity Today
observes that after his education, Chrysostom entered monastic seclusion, embracing the
monastic life with such zeal that the ascetic rigors “damaged his health (the effects would
last his whole life), and he was forced to return to public life.” 39
This fidelity to a disciplined, ascetic ideal resulted in speaking out prophetically at
times against practices that had become social and cultural norms. His “socialistic
speeches” were at times “filled with invectives against the ruling class, including the
imperial family, denouncing all sorts of abuses and injustices.” 40 For a period of time, he
was able to sustain an audience because of his sheer capacity to inspire. In time, however,
remaining true to his message and his true self resulted in a bitter exile, where he died in
Armenia some years later.
Augustine of Hippo (354-430 CE)
Born in 354 to poor parents from the town of Thagaste, in Roman Numidia,
Augustine of Hippo rose to become the most widely celebrated scholar, teacher, writer,
and thinker of early church fathers. Baptized by Ambrose in Milan in April 378,
Augustine left his career as a professor of rhetoric to devote himself fully to teach, muse,
and write in passionate defense of the Christian faith.
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After his ordination in 391, he founded a monastery with a group of men, which
he called servi Dei, or “servants of God.”41 This experience would draw Augustine
further inward to a deep and meaningful attentiveness to his own interior world. In fact,
while his most famous work Confessions42 dealt prominently with the hidden work of
spiritual and philosophical interiority, the theme of the inner self can be traced throughout
the rest of his ministry.
Augustine’s most significant contribution in such an area was the development of
what has become known as the Augustinian Rule of Life. 43 When Augustine assumed his
episcopal duties, he had to leave the monastery he had founded. As such, he wrote down
many of the precepts that had guided his life and had become a rhythm of attentiveness to
his own soul care. As bishop (or pastor) overseeing multiple other priests and church
leaders serving in cultural contexts that tended to undermine the way of life to which all
under his supervision had been called, Augustine implemented this ordered way of life as
a pathway to greater authenticity and truth in the “inner being.”
This Augustinian Rule has served as a foundation for monastics and
contemplatives throughout the middle-ages and beyond. Most famously, the great
reformer Martin Luther’s own quest for authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency was
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shaped by his life as an Augustinian monk. The Augustine Rule was a way of life that
served an inner-guide.
Athanasius, Chrysostom, and Augustine are but a few examples of historical
leaders in contexts of great responsibility and influence who sought deliberate ways to
nurture the interior life and lead from a foundation of true selfhood. We remember them
because they discovered a way to strike a balance between the expectations of their
public personas and their true selves. Space prevents adequate treatment of other leaders,
such as Dag Hammarskjold and Pope John XXIII, in prominent positions enabled for
their tasks by equal attentiveness to interiority.
The reality is that the quest for authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency, which
is our common human struggle, remains as present today as it has been from the dawn of
our Edenic beginnings through the church’s birth to our current age. We now turn
attention to the particular challenges faced by senior pastors of large congregations today.
Understanding the unique contextual challenges faced by these senior leaders will shape
our understanding of the potential pathways to authentic selfhood now and in the future.

CHAPTER 3
MINISTRY CONTEXT
The quest for authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency among church leaders
is ongoing journey that continues to this day. The challenges and pitfalls inherent within
this journey are certainly no respecters of person nor station-in-life. Though this pursuit is
universal in nature, for senior pastors of large congregations, the challenges are especially
amplified given the peculiarities of their unique ministry contexts. A close examination
of these ministry contexts will illustrate ways this quest for authentic selfhood can often
place senior pastors of large congregations in direct conflict with the demands of his or
her leadership role.
As senior pastor of a large congregation myself, serving Johns Creek Baptist
Church for more than five years now has enabled me to perform my research in this
Doctor of Ministry project as a participant-observer. As described in greater detail below,
I gathered qualitative research data via ethnographic analysis. As an ethnographic study,
my data collection was a combination of observation, participation, and interpretation.
Whereas standard qualitative research may, in appropriate settings, include tools such as
pre-project and post-project surveys, the evaluation and measurement in ethnography
does not. Its aim is for the researcher to immerse himself or herself within the lived
experience of a particular affinity group. Then, as a participant-observer, he or she
experiences, examines, and measures behavior patterns of that group context over a
period of time.
40
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Not Location, But Vocation
The “group” in this study is not centralized in a particular locale or region. The
dynamic that constitutes their affinity is the lived experience of large church leadership.
As detailed in the first chapter, “large” herein is defined as at least 750 persons in
weekend worship attendance, an annual budget of two million dollars or higher, and a
ministry staff that includes five or more full-time ordained clergy. Leading in this
particular contextual situation was the subject of this research and project. Expressed
another way, this ethnographic analysis is not so much one of location, but rather,
vocation.
As a senior pastor of a large congregation myself, I too am subject to be both
informed and transformed by the discoveries made. This project demonstrates in tangible
ways what Elizabeth Dreyer refers to as “the self-implicating nature” of the study of
spirituality.1 What follows is not only a description of the observable dynamics I
discovered in the lives of my subjects; but moreover, it is a cogent description of my own
vocational reality and the ministry context that gives rise to this Doctor of Ministry
project. As I describe some of the demands of senior pastors leading large congregations,
I will reflect, partially from my literary research, and partly from my own lived
experience, upon the distinct ways these demands present a very real challenge to the
quest for true selfhood.
1
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Core Competencies of Leading Large
In her work, Inside the Large Congregation, Susan Beaumont dedicates one
section of her chapter on Clergy Leadership Roles to what she calls Core Competencies
of Senior Clergy Leadership.2 Beaumont describes core competencies as those “…skills,
personal attributes, and behavioral patterns that leaders demonstrate on a day to day
basis.”3 She distinguishes these competencies from the daily operating tasks, which she
calls Essential Functions. Whereas the essential functions describe the “what” of the job,
the core competencies describe those intuitive capacities which describe the “who.” In
her consulting practice, which focuses on some of the largest congregations in the
country, Beaumont observes there are several core competencies that continually present
themselves in the most effective of large church senior clergy. Without demonstrating
some degree of proficiency in these competencies, the senior pastor of a large
congregation is likely to prove ineffective in leading such large systems of demanding
complexity.
In her book, she identifies what she considers to be the top ten of these core
competencies. As a senior pastor attempting to lead within this context, my experience
confirms that Beaumont is absolutely right. An examination of these ten core
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competencies provides insights into the contextual demands and challenges of large
church leadership.
Of particular interest for my purposes, however, is where these vocational
demands intersect, and at times threaten to impede, the pursuit of true selfhood. As part
of my research, I conducted a structured interview with Beaumont to reflect upon such
intersections and/or impediments. Informed in no small part by this interview and further
dialogue with Beaumont, I present below the ten core competencies while offering my
observations and reflections regarding their challenges to the quest for authentic selfhood
and spiritual congruency.
Core Competency #1: Decision Making
Decision Making: Makes effective decisions on a timely basis, balancing analysis,
wisdom, experience, and judgment; is aware of the long-term implications of
choices made; is generally regarded as offering solutions and suggestions that are
correct and effective; is willing to make decisions in conditions of uncertainty. 4
I soon observed that Johns Creek Baptist expects her leaders to lead. In our
context, the office and identity of senior pastor comes with great credibility. What would
normally take many months or years to develop in other settings, I inherited on day one.
It is not lost on me that I walked into a role with a high level of trust already built in. That
credibility and trust is due in large part to the successful tenure of my predecessor, Dr.
Bill Self. An iconic pastor and seasoned leader in the community, Self demonstrated the
capacity to make timely decisions effectively for many years.
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With trust came great expectation. Our congregation, which is made up of many
high-level leaders in their own vocations, expects the senior leader of the congregation to
make competent, well-measured decisions. While this is true in churches of all sizes and
contexts, I have observed it is especially true in the large church. As mentioned above, I
have served as senior pastor of three churches. With each move, the size and scope of
ministry tripled. Wider councils and committees in the smaller churches where I served
addressed many of the weightier decisions that come directly to me in my current
context. To lead large requires keen decision-making abilities.
This first core competency can present a challenge, however, to the pursuit of
greater authenticity and leading from the true self. One of the chief characteristics of the
true self is that it does not impose its will. It does not insist or attempt to press or coerce.
When important matters must be attended, the true self requires discernment. Discerning
is not the same as deciding. Discernment requires the time, space, and patience to slow
things down and listen. The very nature of discernment is to welcome unanswered
questions in an atmosphere of unresolved tension. Out of that unhurried space wisdom
slowly emerges. Therein lies a tension for senior pastors of large congregations. The
senior pastor seeking to lead from the true self must discover creative ways to meet the
time-sensitive needs of the system, while practicing a process that by its very design
demands at times a yieldedness to indecision. Is it possible to be both decisive and
discerning? The large church senior pastor seeking to lead from the true self must seek to
resolve this question.
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Core Competency #2: Ego Strength
Ego Strength: Demonstrates strong and appropriate personal boundaries in
relationships; has a healthy appreciation of self, without being egotistical; is
spiritually and emotionally mature; can maintain a non-anxious presence in the
midst of turmoil; is not overly dependent upon outside affirmation; works to build
a strong personal support system. 5
In order to lead effectively in congregational systems of such size and complexity,
there is a certain ego strength required for the job. Ego strength is simply the capacity to
have and maintain a particular confidence in oneself and in one’s capacity to lead.
Without this core competency, even the most gifted minister will suffer greatly from the
myriad of pressures and demands placed upon him or her from the system. In
congregations of such size, there is commonly a very high level of expectation when it
comes to the quality of the preaching and/or teaching ministry. Further, it is assumed that
the senior pastor demonstrates an intimate awareness of the congregation’s ongoing
narrative and a mastery in casting a vision for its future. The capacity for the senior
pastor to inspire confidence in the congregation must arise out of an interior confidence
within the senior pastor. This confidence, or ego strength, is what enables him or her to
set healthy boundaries both public and private, as well as remain self-differentiated in the
system when moments or seasons of crisis, anxiety, or conflict emerge.
This core competency however, presents a challenge to leading from the true self.
On the one hand, this ego strength emerges from the true self. In the healthiest sense, it is
the true self that is full of confidence and capacity. The true self is who we are in God. As
5
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such there is an interior source of grounding that can keep one steady, stable and even
unflappable. This ego strength (emerging from the true self) is, for example, what
compels the Apostle Paul to write with confidence, “I can do all things through Christ
who strengthens me” (Phil 4:13).
On the other hand, the ego unchecked and unexamined is the false self. Unbridled
confidence can predictably become arrogance. The compliments that naturally come from
a “good sermon” for example can fuel a pursuit for more and more affirmation. Senior
pastors of large congregations are often called to those places of service because of a
particular gift or skill that stands out. If not attentive to the often-hidden dynamics of the
ego, he or she may succumb to what John Ortberg refers to as the shadow mission.
Closely related to one’s true mission, shadow missions, he writes:
[G]enerally involve the gifts and passions that have been hardwired into us. It’s
just that we are tempted to misuse them ever so slightly. Our shadow mission
leads us just five or ten degrees off our true path in the direction of selfishness or
comfort or arrogance. But those few degrees, over time, become the difference
between light and shadow. 6
Again, the ego strength required to be effective in large church leadership can become a
kind of ego trap that snares the senior pastor to live and lead from his or her false self.
What will it take to recognize this interior tension and manage it well? Senior pastors of
large congregations who are seeking to lead from the true self must grapple with this
tension.
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Core Competency #3: Organizational Agility
Organizational Agility: Is astute about how congregations work; knows how to
get things done through formal and informal channels; understands the
importance of supporting good policy, practice, and procedure; appreciates the
power in the culture of a congregation; is politically savvy. 7
Organizational agility is about knowing and navigating the politics of the
institution. It is about knowing not only how decisions get moved through the system, but
also who the key leaders are and how to engage them effectively to accomplish goals.
Knowing the difference between the formal and informal channels of a congregation can
make all the difference. In my own experience, many times the most influential “movers
and shakers” within the congregation are those members who never hold an official
position on a committee or board. They are elders and sages among the body whose
insights are revered and whose leadership is followed. Learning who those persons are
and what weight they carry takes time, but is absolutely necessary to lead effectively.
The challenge here for leading from the true self is that at the heart of
organizational agility is wrangling and maneuvering. It involves knowing who the power
players are in the system and being willing to leverage relationships for the sake of
advancing or progressing the congregational vision. While power and authority in and of
themselves are value neutral, senior pastors who exercise strong organizational agility
must be mindful that the tasks of influencing, persuading, lobbying or convincing can
often be the behavior of the false self. Care must be taken to maintain authenticity and
transparency in leadership.
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Core Competency #4: Personal Resilience
Personal Resilience: Learns from adversity and failure; picks up on the need to
change personal, interpersonal, and managerial behaviors; deals well with
ambiguity; copes effectively with change; comfortably handles risk and
uncertainty; seeks feedback; expresses personal regret when appropriate;
demonstrates a strong spiritual centeredness.8
Personal resilience is the capacity to bounce back quickly after personal or public
setbacks. In the world of large church leadership, this core competency is a key to
survival. I know from my own experience in leading large that there is neither shortage of
adversity nor a lack of opportunity for abject failure. When these occasions arise, the
system itself requires the senior leader to be able to pick up the pieces and continue to
move forward, with a fairly rapid rebound time. In some ways, the largeness of the
system helps. Simply put, there is no time to drag one’s feet nor to grovel. The senior
pastor must find a way to evaluate and course-correct quickly, with an appropriate
measure of ownership. It is important for the senior pastor’s team to hear him or her say
on occasion, “That was my idea, and it was a bad one. I was wrong.”
That kind of transparency is not easy in such a high-profile role. It requires a kind
of interior-fortitude. As such, the core competency of personal resilience is really a fruit
of the true self. It cannot be contrived. “Fake-it-till-you-make-it” will only endure for so
long. The kind of personal resilience necessary to survive and thrive in large church
leadership will only come through a deliberate attentiveness to the interior life, where
leaders cultivate the strength of the true self, as a “treasure in clay jars” (2 Cor 4:7).
8
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Core Competency #5: Preaching and Worship Leadership
Preaching and Worship Leadership: Is a consistently effective preacher and
worship leader; is able to inspire from the pulpit; communicates a clear and
consistent message through sermons that are carefully prepared and artfully
delivered; projects the identity and character of the congregation through worship
leadership presence. 9
One of the most obvious core competencies required to lead large is proficiency
in preaching and leading worship. In my own context, a very high premium is placed on
the preaching moment. My predecessor, Dr. Bill Self, had elevated the standard for the
preaching ministry due to his own exceptional capacity in the pulpit. There remains a
high level of expectation that the sermon be biblically sound, theologically provocative,
and spiritually inspiring.
The larger the congregation, the higher the premium placed upon the preaching
moment. In many ways, it is the primary way the large church pastor relates and connects
with the congregation. In large multi-staffed churches, much of the pastoral care and
administrative duties are handled by staff pastors or deacons and lay leaders. For senior
pastors of large congregations, the preaching moment is often the most visible, if not
primary, task.
The juncture where this core competency intersects the quest for authentic
selfhood is a curious one. In many ways, such high-profile preaching requires serious
interior work. The preacher must preach from his or her true self, lest the message come
off as unbelievable or contrived. Congregations look for congruency in their leaders.
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There has to be a basic trust that what is being said is backed up by a life that is
consistent with what is being proclaimed. Yet, demonstrating that congruency in the
preaching moment can actually become an action of the false self.
When preaching is elevated to such a level of importance, and is the primary way
the pastor relates to the congregation, then the “intimacy” that is experienced in that
moment may become a constructed or contrived intimacy. In such a context, if the pastor
projects humility, charm, or a self-deprecating humor, a danger exists that in the end it is
all projection, which is a function of the false self. Inherent in this core competency is the
challenge to recognize what is real, and what is really real.
Core Competency #6: Process Management
Process Management: Can design practices, processes and procedures which
allow managing from a distance; understands how to separate and combine tasks
into efficient work flow; knows what to measure and how to measure it; can see
opportunities for synergy and integration; can simplify complex processes. 10
When I first arrived at Johns Creek Baptist, one of the first major tasks was to
design and implement an entirely new staffing structure. We had a full team of very
gifted ministers, but the strategic ministry arc that the system ultimately needed required
restructuring roles and responsibilities so that each ministry area was in alignment with
our overarching vision and strategy. The value of creating and cultivating a process for
such a monumental change cannot be overstated. When understood and exercised
properly, this core competency enables the senior pastor to see the congregation as an
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intricate system of relationships and subcultures that can most certainly move forward
together in progress, but only by way of a savvy employment of process management.
Regarding the quest of authentic selfhood, the core competency of process
management could pose a potential pitfall if the senior pastor were to become
emotionally enmeshed with any one part of the system over the other. Remaining
constantly aware of the position he or she occupies in the system, and staying selfdifferentiated, requires great interior work. This work is a task of the true self.
Yet therein threats to spiritual integrity abound. A proficiency in process
management necessitates an understanding of the congregation as an institution and a
welcomed stewardship of the dynamics that come with institutional maintenance and
advancement. The true self by its very nature, however, is not at all inclined toward the
institution. Energy spent on creating systems and structures and building great institutions
is the occupation of the false self, if the motive is distorted. The discerning senior pastor
must find a way to attend the ever-growing needs of the institution, while remaining
appropriately detached from them.
Core Competency #7: Public Presence
Public Presence: Demonstrates a comfortable ease of speaking and being in a
variety of settings (both small and large groups, inside and outside the
congregation); is effective at addressing both cool data and hot and controversial
topics; can project a clear sense of congregational identity through personal
demeanor.11
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In churches above a certain size threshold, much of the church’s identity and
vision is intertwined in the public persona of the senior pastor. To be effective, the senior
pastor must be able to convey “the message” of who the church is and what it represents
in a wide array of social settings, both large and small. Finding this reality to be true in
my own experience, I deliberately make it my practice to rehearse our congregational
narrative in every venue possible. This certainly includes the pulpit and large group
settings at church, but it also includes committee meetings, business sessions, or a dozen
hallway conversations between the Sunday School hour and worship. Moreover, it
includes the numerous public appearances in civic and community circles around our
city. With each opportunity, I am keenly aware that my presence is also a projection of all
that Johns Creek Baptist symbolizes.
This core competency may pose the greatest challenge of all when it comes to the
quest for authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency. The projection of a public persona,
while necessary to the public identity of pastor and congregation alike, is at its core, a
function of the false self, inasmuch as the false self seeks its own celebrity. The true self
is content with simply being, without acknowledgement or accolade. Senior pastors who
remember that the persona is just a persona are likely to remain healthy and wellgrounded. Those who forget, and begin to believe the persona, are in real danger. They
gradually become inclined to feed and fuel the projected self for its own sake. And while
that version of who they are may be celebrated and even preferred by the masses, it
remains far from the true self, which neither projects nor insists upon self for self’s sake.
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Core Competency #8: Strategic Leadership
Strategic Leadership: Is future oriented and can visualize the larger picture of
where the congregation is heading; effectively discerns and articulates the
congregation’s future; identifies and prioritizes strategic objectives that are
consistent with the vision of the congregation; keeps staff and lay leadership
focused on critical priorities. 12
As the lead vision-caster for the congregation, the core competency of strategic
leadership is essential. The senior pastor of large congregations must always keep an eye
on the big picture and have the capacity to inspire others, especially key leaders, to see
the same. In some ways, this core competency is similar to the previously discussed
“process management.” He or she must be skilled in developing and moving a plan
through the system. Yet, strategic leadership differs from process management in a
critical way. It is not as objective. Strategic leadership is not as much about cunning and
tactical maneuvering as it is about the senior pastor’s sense of vision and ability to
empower the congregation to believe, invest, and follow that vision.
Here again the quest for authentic selfhood is put to the test. The senior pastor
acting from the false self may guide the energies and resources of the church to fulfill a
vision that only he or she sees. The results could be and often are disastrous. In a position
that comes with such trust, it is entirely possible to dream up and initiate visions in the
echo chamber of one’s own mind. With a little charisma and a well-executed marketing
strategy, the enterprise can be underway—and it be all about the singular vision of one
person in the service of feeding the false self.
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The strategic leadership identified here is one that requires a strong sense of selfdifferentiation. Many large church pastors will struggle at this point because of how
deeply invested they are in their vision. While that may be true among all senior pastors,
it is often the case that within the large church, the role of senior pastor may come with
far more assumed trust an authority. True attentiveness to the interior life is required for
the senior pastor in this context to remain differentiated and grounded in his or her true
self, which neither strives nor contends for personal glory.
Core Competency #9: Supervising Work
Supervising Work: Is good at establishing clear expectations and setting clear
direction; sets stretching objectives; distributes the workload appropriately;
delegates effectively; provides regular and ongoing feedback about performance;
proactively deals with substandard performance; engages disciplinary processes in
a timely manner. 13
The role of senior pastor in supervising the work of the ministry team is essential.
While he or she cannot conduct the personal performance reviews of all who are on the
team, there must be a system in place that allows every individual to engage in
substantive review of his or her work and contribution to the whole. The standards and
expectations for what that engagement should look like must emanate from the role,
identity, and example of the senior pastor.
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At Johns Creek Baptist, we have implemented a performance review process 14
that allows both the supervisor and the supervisee to engage the same reflective questions
about the previous year’s work, honor the pride points, wince at the common pinch
points, and then offer dreams and growth goals for the following year. The first thing on
the form, however, is a statement about why we exist as a ministry team, and what our
overarching goal is in service to Johns Creek Baptist and the Lord’s church worldwide.
That statement is a summary of what I preached in my first sermon at the church, and
comprises the message I aim to rehearse in every venue. This is one way we attempt to
keep expectations clear, from a thirty-thousand-foot view. For the more tactical, jobspecific expectations and evaluations, each supervisor works directly with the supervisee
to further communicate the expectations of our system and team.
The challenge this particular core competency may present in the pursuit of
leading from the true self is the need to remain differentiated. Ministry teams in this
context are comprised of full-time clergy, part-time professionals, and highly invested
volunteers whose work and responsibilities are crucial to our day to day operations.
Ministry teams in large churches are complex systems of supervisory and covenantal
relationships. If and when course corrections have to be made, the senior pastor cannot
paint with a broad brush. Addressing issues with volunteers requires one posture, parttime professionals another, and full-time clergy yet another. Complexity is heightened
14

The performance review process used at JCBC was developed by our current
Connections Pastor, Reverend David White. It is a hybrid of a variety of assessment
tools, and has been adapted to meet the needs of our context. A copy of this tool is
included in the Appendix F.
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when members become employees and performance issues rise. In those moments, the
senior pastor’s capacity to remain differentiated, non-anxious, and truthful—
characteristics of leading from the true self--could make the difference between losing a
staff member or losing a family.
Core Competency #10: Teambuilding
Teambuilding: Identifies and recruits good talent for the team; sets clear strategic
direction for the team; leads the team successfully through difficulties and
challenges, including conflict, diversity and inclusion issues; creates strong
morale and spirit; shares wins and successes; defines success in terms of the
whole team; creates a feeling of belonging and pride in the team. 15
The final core competency, teambuilding, may be one of the more rewarding
aspects of my call. There is nothing more exhilarating than a strategy session in which
lights are coming on and ideas are plastered on butcher-papered walls, and whiteboards.
Nothing is more enjoyable at a staff meeting than when laughter erupts from a well-timed
pun or off-color, inside joke. It takes time and relentless effort for a staff to become a
team. While there are always challenges to staff cohesion, there is nothing like the
strength of sharing a common success, or struggling together through a difficult season. It
is the conviction of this senior pastor that each member of the team, including myself, is
at all times attempting to understand and respond to this extraordinary calling.
Much team building happens at our semi-annual retreats where we cast vision,
break bread, and share laughs. But most teambuilding occurs in the mundane, humdrum
events of day-to-day life at the office. We do big events well at JCBC, and to do so

15

Ibid.

57
requires “all hands on deck.” There is usually a rewarding time of reflection after these
events in which we celebrate and affirm one another for a job well done.
With some intentionality, the development of the ministry team is an
extraordinary venue for the cultivation of authentic selfhood. In addition to the example
the senior pastor is presumably modeling in public and private moments of care and
direction, much can be done within the rhythm and ritual of the ministry team’s shared
life to enhance the awareness and cultivation of the true self within each team member.
The discerning senior pastor will look for ways to provoke this quest of authentic
selfhood and spiritual congruency within the lives of those on his or her team.
This core competency, like the others, brings challenges to true selfhood. A
crucial part of team building is making sure all of the members of the team actually need
to remain on the team. Firing someone is never easy. It is all-the-more difficult when the
senior pastor is as emotionally invested as one would hope he or she would be. The
paradox is that the true self is grounded in detachment. It flourishes when it is not overly
attached to systems and institutions or measures for success. Interior dissonance emerges
when the senior pastor seeking to lead from the true self must fire an underperforming
team member for the sake of the system.
The Project
Framing the Challenge
Each of these ten core competencies is required in order for senior pastors of large
congregations to prove effective in leading ministries of such size and strength. The
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challenge, however, is that proficiency in any or all of these core competencies puts the
senior pastor in a position of potential conflict with a true quest for true selfhood. When
examined critically, each of these competencies represent an attachment to and
stewardship of the needs of the institution. Decision making, ego strength, organizational
agility, personal resilience, preaching and worship leadership, process management,
public presence, strategic leadership, supervising work, and teambuilding all require a
kind of attachment on the part of the senior pastor. Yet, at the heart of the interior journey
is the call of the true self to resist attachments, especially institutional attachments which
are inclined to compel the soul to posture and project a constructed persona for the
benefit of institutional survival. What then is the senior pastor to do? Is there a way to so
order one’s life that he or she is able to do both? Can he or she prove effective as the
senior leader of a large congregation while at the same time nurturing and leading from
the true self?
The Goal
Having traced the quest for authentic selfhood and examined the distinct
challenge this quest presents to senior pastors of large congregations, we now turn our
attention to the purpose and design of this project, which has attempted to address the
problem. The goal of this project was to discover what, if any, behaviors, spiritual
disciplines, or practices of personal soul care might enable and equip senior pastors of
large congregations to cultivate and lead from the true self despite vocational contexts
often at odds with this quest.
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Process and Procedure
In order to gather the information I was seeking, I first had to identify observable
traits of senior pastors who lead from the true self. After identifying these traits, I sought
individuals who seemed to fit the bill, and who would be willing to participate in one-onone interviews. From these guided interviews, I gathered data that would be coded and
interpreted in my search for emerging themes related to practices of personal soul care.
Identifying Traits of True Self Leaders. To accomplish this task, I first identified a
number of characteristics that typify someone who leads from the true self. This list was
based on the large body literature regarding authentic selfhood mentioned previously,
with particular focus on the contributions of Richard Rohr, O.F.M. What follows is a
synthesis of themes that continue to recur among all of the major contributors engaged in
the discussion of the true self and false self.
Genuine persona. Keeping in mind that even noble personas are still personas,
one of the characteristics of the true self is a genuine demeanor. If a senior pastor projects
a genuine demeanor rather than one of power, dominance, over-confidence, etc., it can
indicate a reality that he or she embodies and strives to advance.
Vulnerability. Another characteristic of the true self is the willingness to be
vulnerable. When a senior pastor is willing to confess weaknesses, failures, or fears, it
indicates a distinct kind of courage that can only emerge out of the true self. When one’s
confidence is grounded in an interior strength, it feels more natural to show the chink in
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one’s armor. The true self knows that the scar is a gift, as it proclaims where true strength
is forged.
Humility. A seemingly obvious trait, humility can be deceiving. It can be worn as
a mask. False humility can be staged, but true humility is demonstrated by a refusal to
insist on one’s own way, or to have one’s own say, especially when one’s position of
authority would easily make it so. This kind of humility comes from a confidence in
something deeper than one’s celebrity.
Interiority. Another characteristic of the true self leader is a deep sense of
interiority. He or she demonstrates a well-cultivated interior life, evidenced by the fruit of
the spirit, which are “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control” (Gal 5:22-23).
Non-anxious presence. Senior pastors who lead from the true self also exude a
non-anxious presence in the midst of difficult and challenging times. Those who have
grounded themselves in the true self, which is eternal, recognize the temporal nature of
any season of conflict or turmoil. Drawing from stores of hidden “food you know not of”
(John 4:32), the true self leaders frame the moment with a perspective that allows them to
remain unflappable.
Awareness of the false self. Perhaps one of the clearest evidences of a leader who
is attempting to lead from the true self is that he or she is keenly aware of the trappings of
the false self. Understanding that we never rid ourselves of the false self, the true self
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leader will remain attentive to its presence and aware of what its power looks like in his
or her own individual expression.
Seeking Individuals Who Fit the Bill. Having listed at least six characteristics of
leaders who attempt to lead well from the true self, I then set out to identify five senior
pastors of large congregations from across the United States whose lives seemed to give
evidence to these traits. I chose individuals based on a combination of factors. Some had
authored books and/or articles and blogs on the subject of authentic selfhood. Others
were chosen because their public ministry is well known, and they have demonstrated
through their teaching and leadership that they are engaged in this topic on a regular
basis. Still others I chose from personal, first-hand knowledge of their lives, as they are
colleagues and friends of mine. The study group (which is identified in detail in the next
chapter) was diverse geographically, denominationally, racially, politically, and included
both women and men. The common ground, however, was the shared experience of
leading as senior pastors in large congregations.
Data Collection. After identifying my sample group, I conducted structured, oneon-one interviews with each subject in his or her home city. Interviews ranged from one
and a half to two hours in duration and were conducted in the following cities: Palo Alto,
California; New York City, New York; Chicago, Illinois; Richmond, Virginia; and
Atlanta, Georgia. The questions that were used in the interview were organized in three
categories: first, questions gauging the subjects awareness of the true self/false self
tension and their own experience of discovering it; second, questions about particular
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rhythms and rituals of personal soul care they find helpful in remaining attentive to the
true self and guarded against the false; and finally, questions provoking reflection on the
kind of fruit that is produced in their lives when they are either attentive or negligent to
this interior quest.18
Coding and Interpreting. Interviews were audio recorded with permission and
transcribed verbatim for the purpose of coding and interpreting my findings. As
mentioned previously, the primary resources that guided me in this step of the project
were Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of
Ministry Theses,19 by Timothy Sensing, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and
Mixed Methods Approaches, 20 by John W. Creswell, and Ethnography Essentials:
Designing, Conducting, and Presenting Your Research,21 by Julian Murchison.
After coding the data, I examined the research to discover what common themes
if any would emerge from my five distinct and independent interviews. Themes certainly
did emerge. These themes, which are the subject of the next chapter will serve as
invaluable information in accomplishing my stated goal for this project: namely, to
discover what deliberate practices of personal soul-care would empower and equip senior
pastors of large congregations to continually lead from a position of authentic selfhood,

18
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and to further develop in the future a resource tool or “rule of life” that could be used as a
guide for these pastors who desire to discover, nurture, and lead from the true self. We
now turn our attention to the details of the project, and the findings it produced.

CHAPTER 4
THE PROJECT
Having surveyed the theological, biblical, and historical underpinnings to the
timeless and universal quest for authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency, and having
established this interior tension is amplified in the life and work of senior pastors leading
large congregations, we now turn our attention to the project which sought to answer my
research question: What deliberate practices of individual soul care would enable and
empower and equip these senior pastors to continually lead from the true self? To
accomplish this task, I first established a set of criteria that described a few traits that
were characteristic of persons who lead from the true self. With a simple composite
profile, drawn from the large body of literature comprised of multiple voices, I named the
following traits: genuine persona, vulnerability, humility, interiority, non-anxious
presence, and awareness of the false self.
My Case Subjects
With these six basic qualities in mind, I then identified five senior pastors of large
congregations who met these criteria and would be willing to serve as my subjects. I
assembled a group with enough commonality to measure trends, yet with enough
diversity to be inclusive of a range of experiences and perspectives. I felt it was important
to my research for the subjects’ names and places of service to be known. To that end, I
sought their permission to reveal their identities. Each subject was willing to share their
identities. Below is a brief sketch of each.
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John Ortberg
Dr. John Ortberg is the senior pastor of Menlo Park Church, a Presbyterian
congregation located in Palo Alto, California. After graduating from Wheaton College
with a degree in psychology, he earned a Master of Divinity and doctorate degree in
clinical psychology from Fuller Seminary. He is the author of multiple books, including,
If You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat,1 When the Game is
Over, It All Goes Back in the Box,2 and Who Is This Man?3 Prior to joining Menlo
Church, John served as teaching pastor at Chicago’s Willow Creek Community Church.
Menlo Park Church has an average weekend attendance of more than six thousand
worshippers across several campuses, multiple ordained clergy on staff, and an operating
budget of $18.5 million.
Amy Butler
Dr. Amy Butler is the senior pastor of The Riverside Church in New York City.
Riverside Church is an interdenominational congregation located in Upper Manhattan.
Butler received her B.A. and M.A. from Baylor University. She also holds a Bachelor of
Theology from the International Baptist Theological Seminary in Ruschlikon,
Switzerland, as well as a D.Min. degree from Wesley Theological Seminary. She is a
John Ortberg, If You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat,
Reprint ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014).
1

2

John Ortberg, When the Game is Over, It All Goes Back in the Box, 1st ed. (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009)
3

John Ortberg, Who Is This Man?: The Unpredictable Impact of the Inescapable
Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012).
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noted blogger and essayist at www.talkwiththepreacher.org, as well as a bi-weekly
columnist with Baptist News Global (formerly Associated Baptist Press).4 Prior to
serving at Riverside, Amy was the senior pastor at Calvary Baptist Church in
Washington, D.C. Riverside church has an average weekend attendance of just under one
thousand worshippers, ten full time ordained clergy, and an annual budget of $4,800,000.
Jim Somerville
Dr. Jim Somerville is the senior pastor of The First Baptist Church of Richmond,
Virginia. After graduating from Georgetown College with a B.A. in Art, he earned his
M.Div. and Ph.D. degrees from the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville,
Kentucky. He has been a featured preacher on Chicago-based 30 Good Minutes, Day1
radio program, and the Festival of Homiletics, and his articles and sermons have been
published in numerous journals such as Christian Century, Leadership, and Lectionary
Homiletics. Prior coming to Richmond, Somerville served as senior pastor of the First
Baptist Church of Washington, D.C. Richmond’s First Baptist Church has an average
weekend attendance of 1000 worshippers, twelve full time ordained clergy, and an annual
budget of $3,000,000.
Shannon Kershner
Reverend Shannon Kershner is the senior pastor of Fourth Presbyterian Church in
Chicago, Illinois. Kershner earned her B.A. from Trinity University in San Antonio, and
her M.Div. from Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia. Her sermons have

4
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been published in Journal for Preachers, and Lectionary Homiletics. Before coming to
Chicago, Kershner served as senior pastor of Black Mountain Presbyterian Church in
Black Mountain, North Carolina. Fourth Presbyterian Church has an average weekend
attendance of 1800 worshippers, eight fulltime ordained clergy, and an annual budget of
$12,000,000.
Ben Barnett
Ben Barnett is the senior pastor of Bridgepoint Church, a non-denominational
congregation located in Marietta, Georgia, a northern suburb of Atlanta. Ben is a
distinguished graduate of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, and holds a M.Div.
from Mercer University’s James and Carolyn McAfee School of Theology. Before
serving at Bridgepoint Church, Ben was a lead pastor for Atlanta Church of Christ-West.
which had an average weekend attendance of 1500 worshippers, ten full time ordained
clergy, and an annual budget of $2,000,000.
Structured Interviews
Having identified the five senior pastors who would serve as my subjects, I then
coordinated individual, one-on-one structured interviews with each person. 5 As an
introduction to my topic, I sent invitations describing what I was seeking to learn. I
described my research as a hybrid of two topics: leadership and spirituality. I expressed
my interest in learning about the rhythms and rituals of their daily lives and what
practices of personal soul care they found enriching. I tried to keep the details of what we
5

For a review of the criteria used in the selection of my subjects, please see the
section entitled “The Project” found in Chapter Three.
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would cover in our interviews as vague as possible, as I wanted to ensure our dialogue
would remain spontaneous, un-coerced, and unrehearsed.
I felt it was important to meet each of the senior pastors in person, and on their
own turf. While technology could have made it possible to engage one another via video
conferencing, I chose to physically travel to my subjects. Being in their unique
environments and feeling the space in which they function daily was important to me.
Sharing space, face-to-face, allowed me to use all of my senses. I could see facial
expressions, hear the ambient noises of the office space where they do their work, smell
and taste the gourmet coffee, and feel the impression left upon me by a sprawling campus
on the balmy West Coast, or the stone and steel of naves and elevators, climbing to a
pastor’s study on the twentieth floor, 392 feet above Manhattan. Being present, in person,
not only made it convenient for each participant, but it also allowed me to abide with
them for a while in each of the natural environments of their day to day ministry.
Interviews lasted 1.5 to 2 hours in duration, and were audio-recorded for later
transcription.
The Questions
Over the course of the interviews, a wide range of questions and follow up
questions were explored. All of the questions, however, were organized to fit into three
overarching categories or genres. The first set of questions focused on personal
experiences and was designed to assess the senior pastors’ level of awareness of the
interior tension between the true and false selves. The second set of questions was a set of
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reflection questions. Subjects were asked to reflect critically upon the particular fruit
produced in their lives as a result of living out of the true self versus the false self. The
final set of questions was practical in nature. These questions were asked to in order to
discover what particular behaviors, practices, or disciplines of personal soul care enabled
them to maintain a life of authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency.
For purposes of coding, interpreting, and reporting my findings, I refer to these
three categories of questions as Personal Experiences and Stories, Reflections on
Interiority, and Rhythms and Rituals. Each of these categories will be treated below with
the subsequent findings that emerged. First, however, a word is needed about the retrieval
and coding of my data.
Retrieval and Coding of Data
I departed each interview with an audio recording in hand. Each recording was
then transcribed into individual text documents. The coding process was conducted over
a four-day retreat designed exclusively for that purpose. I began by placing large sheets
of adhesive butcher paper upon the walls of a retreat cabin. Each of the three categories
of questions described above was written in sharpie across the tops of the sections of
paper. I then listened to each audio recording in duration, stopping frequently to reflect
upon what was heard. Each time a salient phrase or topic was mentioned, I captured it on
the butcher-papered walls. Each participant was designated a color so that later, I could
distinguish who contributed what thought or comment or idea.
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Once all interviews had been thoroughly reviewed again, and broad sweeping
themes had been captured, I then created coding tables in word documents, into which I
entered the 363 total items. Each coding table reflected the same categorical descriptions
as those upon the butcher paper. From there, I sought to collapse and combine common
themes and then designed a new set of coding tables (with the same category headings) to
reflect the minimized list of most poignant and provocative themes to pursue. The result
was 159 items, divided among the appropriate categories of Personal Experiences and
Stories, Reflections on Interiority, and Rhythms and Rituals.
Each table was then alphabetized, and each item given a distinct coding for the
purpose of tracking the frequency with which each item was mentioned across the
composite of all five interviews. To track the frequency, I then went back to my master
list of 363 items on butcher paper and the raw data tables, and placed the newly assigned
codes anywhere that particular theme seemed to emerge. On the summary tables, all
codes were placed in a column to the left of the theme, while the frequency tally was
placed in a column to the right. 6
Weaknesses in Methodology
For the most part, I am quite confident in my chosen methodology and in the
execution of that methodology as it played out throughout my project. I began by
identifying characteristics of large church pastors who lead from the true self. I then
identified five diverse individuals who fit that description. I conducted well organized

6For
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interviews designed to more fully understand the experience of leading large, and
discover what deliberate practices aid in the quest for authentic selfhood. I then coded the
data and identified dominant themes that emerged, which has been the substance of this
current chapter. If, however, there was a weakness within the methodology, I would
locate it within the interview process itself. The interviews were all conducted thoroughly
and with great attention to detail, yet, I did note a flaw midway through my interviews. If
I were structuring the interviews all over again, I would design them to accommodate
more time for an open dialogue on true and false selfhood.
While all five of my subjects had a basic understanding from the start about what
was meant by the true self, I noted within two or three of the interviews a moment when I
was compelled to back up and clarify what I meant. I made an assumption that my very
brief description at the beginning of the interview would suffice in framing our topic and
our conversation. Having said that, I do not believe this weakness diminished the
effectiveness of the interviews, nor did it hinder the discovery of findings that proved
quite helpful in pursuit of my goal.
Interpreting the Results
Having examined the process by which I sought, gathered, and coded my data, we
now take an in-depth look at the results of the findings and observations. To do so, we
will consider each of the three distinct categories of questions that were used in the
interviews: Personal Experiences and Stories, Reflections on Interiority, and Rhythms
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and Rituals. As we reflect upon what was heard, we will consider the significance each
insight brings to bear upon our subject.
Personal Experience and Stories7
Each interview began with several moments of casual conversation. It was
important to identify myself as a “participant-observer” in this study, in order to establish
a trusted rapport with each subject. Before moving to the targeted questions about
behavior and practice, it was first essential to determine how self-aware the subjects were
in regard to the hidden dynamics of interiority and the quest for spiritual congruency. So,
the first twenty minutes or so were devoted to creating a space for them to begin
reflecting upon their own experiences and, when asked, offer stories of their own
encounters with the true and false selves.
Identifying Congruency. The first series of questions were about congruency, and
followed this progression: In this conversation about authentic selfhood, we speak of
congruency (a consistency between our interior and exterior lives). What are some of the
unique challenges senior pastors of large congregations face in maintaining this
congruency? Can you describe what that congruency looks and feels like for you? How
do you know you are there? How do you know when you are not?
All five of my subjects understood immediately what was meant by congruency.
At an intuitive level some recognized the tension I was asking about, and began to answer
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The observations made in this section derive from responses given to questions
categorized as “Personal Experiences and Stories.” For review of the coding tables from
which these summaries are made, please see Appendix E,1.
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before I had even finished the question. When asked about the challenges to congruency,
all five spoke without hesitation about the public persona. Keenly aware that their public
identity (and even celebrity) was imbedded in the nature of their very high profile calling,
each without exception acknowledged that it is the management of this persona that
presents the greatest challenge to his or her own integrity and spiritual congruency.
To be clear, this public persona is not an aspect of the job any of my subjects
protest or resist. All understand the strength of influence their public platform presents to
affect change in their cities and impact the common good. Two of the five even spoke of
special media training which they readily underwent to aid them in representing their
congregation well in moments when public statements or reactions to news events were
required. Even the very high volume of social media followers did not present a burden to
any of my subjects, per se, as they each embraced these various platforms not as venues
for personal relationships but almost exclusively as professional extensions of their
vocational identities.
The challenge which the public persona presents for congruency, however,
emerges in a distinct way. All five pastors acknowledged that their public identity comes
with a kind of distancing affect that is not easily overcome. For most, the preaching
moment represents the greatest access or relational connection they have with their
congregants. Leading systems in which the greater part of pastoral care and
administration is assigned to other staff ministers, these pastors no longer have the same
kinds of personal in-roads into the lives of their people as pastors of smaller
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congregations, or even as they themselves once knew in previous ministries. For two of
my subjects, it is simply the way things are. For another two, this reality presented (and
continues to present) a level of frustration and isolation, as much of their own vocational
identity and sense of call had been shaped by the kind of close access and relational
intimacy often experienced in smaller churches.
This distancing affect consistently results in elevating the sermon to a level of
prominence among his or her pastoral tasks. In addition to the proclamation of good
news, it is in the preaching moment that these pastors then attempt to cultivate a
connection that bridges the gap between them and their congregations. Ironically, this
added dimension tends to “raise the stakes,” compelling the pastor to construct a level of
intimacy that, despite his or her best intentions, in the end remains a contrived projection.
Even if what the senior pastor is attempting to project is his or her most authentic self
with all its vulnerability, transparency, wit, and charm, it still remains a projection of
some hoped-for perception, which is of course an act of the false self. More than any
other challenge detected, the distancing impact of the public persona presented
consistently as the greatest challenge to congruency.
Recognizing the False Self. When asked to share an experience in their ministries
when they were confident that they were living and leading from the true self, and then
subsequently, an experience when it was obvious they were functioning out of the false
self, similarities emerged. Subjects tended to associate the false self with seasons in their
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ministry when they were compelled to please or placate. The desire for approval was a
strong impulse among all five pastors.
One individual described recognizing her own false self emerge whenever she
feels the need to prove she was worthy of the job. This theme was most visible in the two
female subjects. More than their three male counterparts, the women in my study
frequently expressed the ever-present pressure to demonstrate their credibility in the
shadows of much-beloved and deeply-respected male predecessors.
To be clear, reckoning with the ghosts-of-predecessors-past is certainly no
respecter of gender. Indeed, one of the recurring themes experienced among both male
and female subjects in this study was the shift away from the CEO model of leadership
many of their predecessors embraced just one generation prior. The success of
measurable outputs during those eras established what has become an unrealistic and
unwieldy baseline for current pastors in those positions to maintain. This felt need to
“keep up” is certainly one of many expressions of the false self and is clearly reported by
both male and female subjects in this study.
Even so, while it was not my intent to distinguish experiences along gender lines,
and while such distinctions would be outside the realm of what my data could verify, it is
my personal observation that the female members of this study seemed to report greater
tension than their male counterparts, over this felt need to project confidence. This
tension is perhaps due, in no small part, to the fact that each of these pastors is the very
first woman to occupy their much-esteemed pulpits. As such, the inclination to project
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confidence and capacity bears an added challenge, not reported by the male pastors in
this study.
Recognizing the True Self. Subjects associated the true self with times in which
they felt free of the impulse to impress others or prove their own worth. Instead of being
motivated or driven by the pursuit of approval or affirmation, four of the pastors
described living and leading from the true self as times when they allowed themselves be
guided by a deeper, inner-authority. When they disciplined themselves to remember (and
remain grounded in) their sense of call, they reported being able to more often resist the
impulse to please or placate. When they are able to recognize these traps of the false self,
the subjects report feeling more confident in their leadership. Psychologically
differentiated, and appropriately detached from these emotional snares, they reported
living and leading with greater clarity, perspective, and what one pastor described as a
lightness-of-being.
Common among all five subjects was the experience of some leadership debacle
or failure of nerve that served to awaken them to the very real tension of interiority.
Whether it was compromising a theological conviction, or attempting to preach in a style
or voice that was not authentically their own, each pastor could report, often with regret,
some moment in which he or she was forced to reckon with the power of the false self.
When asked what some of the indicators were that help them now recognize the
emergence of the false self from within, the answers varied. One reported the rise of
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“escape fantasies.”8 Whether the fantasy was to be on vacation or on a hike in the woods,
or the hero of some great story, for this pastor daydreaming about “getting out of Dodge”
was an indicator he was becoming too enmeshed in the emotional dynamics of the
system, and vulnerable to the way of his own false self. Another reported a change in
sleep patterns as a reliable indicator.9 More than one subject reported looking forward to
happy-hour too much as an indicator that they had become decentered, and ungrounded
in the true self. Others reported that when they sensed an unusual degree of anxiety or
worry, it usually indicated they were feeling self-conscious about their own leadership
decisions that had not yet reached approval or consensus, thereby making them
vulnerable to old patterns of pleasing and placating.
Reflections on Interiority10
Having assessed the awareness of my subjects regarding the hidden dynamics of
interiority, and having allowed them to offer personal stories in which they had come to
discover the inner-tension of the true and false selves, I took each interview a step
further. We took time to reflect upon the fruitfulness that results from a life devoted to
cultivating the true self. I wanted them to reflect upon not only what they personally
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Jim Somerville, Senior Pastor, interview by author, 21 July 2017 (in person), First
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experience when they are grounded in the true self, but moreover what they notice about
the relationships and interactions they have with others when they are.
To that end, I asked: When you are living and leading from the true self, what
fruits do you see it produce in you or others around you? The overwhelming response
could be summarized as freedom. There is a freedom to be happy, joyful, and nonanxious. Several responses indicated a freedom to be content, grateful, and more fully
alive. Living out of the true self grants permission to remove masks of pretension, and
empowers a pathway to greater relational intimacy for the subjects’ families as well as
the ministry teams they lead.
Within this segment of each interview I invited the pastors to reflect upon the
journey to authentic selfhood as it relates specifically to the task of leading large
congregations. To do so, I asked each participant to consider the work of Susan
Beaumont in Tending the Soul of the Institution. 11 In this article, Beaumont speaks of
deliberate movements that must take place on the journey to authentic selfhood and soultending within the institution. In a personal interview with me on the subject, Beaumont
described four movements: from knowing to unknowing, from advocating to attending,
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from striving to surrendering, and from deciding to discerning.12 While these movements
are ultimately intended to provoke critical thought about the soul care of institutions, I
found all four to be quite helpful in provoking personal reflection among my subjects in
regard to the interior journey that must continually be made in the personal quest for
authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency.
From Knowing to Unknowing. I asked my subjects, “What do you have to ‘unknow’ in order to become a pastor who leads from the true self?” Responses ranged from
“control”13 to “idealized images”14 of leading large, to a relinquishment of whatever “bag
of tricks or strategic plans”15 each had assumed would be effective. Most responses,
however, fell into one of two categories: preconceived definitions for success (such as
bigger budgets, buildings and crowds, for example), and former assumptions about
leadership and pastoral identity (i.e. the CEO model is the only way to be effective as a
large church pastor). For the majority of subjects, true selfhood required letting go of
these proclivities, and the unhealthy behaviors and emotions they evoke.

12
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person), Fourth Presbyterian Church, Chicago.
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From Advocating to Attending. In contrast to the impulse of posturing or
defending one’s position in leadership, the journey to true selfhood involves a movement
from advocating to attending. As such, subjects were asked: “What must be attended
within your own interior and exterior lives in order to lead from the true self?” The
overwhelming response had to do with greater attentiveness to the hidden dynamics of
the interior life. Each in his or her own way described the always-present task of selfdifferentiation. When the senior pastor can remain aware of and attentive to the soul care
of his or her own relational and spiritual needs, they are less likely to become emotionally
reactive, and inclined to the trappings of the false self.
From Striving to Surrendering. Recognizing the lure of the false self to
perpetually climb, contend, and compete, the movement to true selfhood involves a shift
from striving to surrendering. Subjects were asked, “If this is so, what must be
surrendered or yielded most, in order to lead from the true self?” While more general
answers were certainly offered, such as “control,” 16 or “worry,”17 or “the need for
affirmation,”18 the dominant response among all five of my subjects related to vocational
status and lofty aspirations for success, prestige, and accomplishment. These tendencies
comprise ego appetite, and were identified by my subjects as indicators of the false self
that must be surrendered.
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From Deciding to Discerning. The final movement toward true selfhood in
leadership is one from deciding to discerning. While former models of pastoral leadership
celebrated the CEO who had the answers and executed a tactical plan with confidence,
leading from the true self requires more. It calls for a discernment of wisdom that can
only come through patience, prayer, and a keen listening to the guidance of the Spirit. To
that end, pastors were asked, “What do you do to ensure your decision-making is
grounded in discernment and authentic selfhood?” In response, most mentioned some
variation of prayer, silence, listening, slowing the pace down, etc. All five subjects,
however, referenced some form of deliberate dialogue. Two mentioned seeking counsel
from a coach or spiritual advisor. One referred to dialogue with a small core of trusted
congregational leaders. All five described cultivating an environment within the staff
culture that was conducive to discernment, so that the wider staff team may (on important
matters) participate in community dialogue that leads to decision.
In all four of these movements, from knowing to unknowing, from advocating to
attending, from striving to surrendering, and from deciding to discerning, the common
theme running throughout all of the interviews was an inclination toward greater
relinquishment. One of the very hallmarks of the true self is that capacity for healthy
detachment. While all of my subjects would readily confess the challenge of practicing
detachment in such positions of influence and responsibility, I sensed within each of them
a desire to relinquish the presumption of knowing, the posture of advocating, the
emotional exhaustion of striving, and the empty echo chamber of deciding.
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Rhythms and Rituals 19
Without a doubt, the heart of my interviews focused on the final category of
questions: Rhythms and Rituals. In this section, my objective was to mine deeper into the
particular disciplines and spiritual practices of personal soul care that contributed to my
subjects’ ability to remain grounded in the true self, despite the distinct challenges their
vocational contexts presented for them. To accomplish this task, I arranged five subsets
of questions ranging in focus from general behaviors and practices, to calendar rhythms,
to staffing matters, to boundaries, and then to managing public persona.
After my third interview, I began to recognize a pattern. My final two categories
(boundaries and personal persona) were unnecessary. By the time each interview had
reached that point, we had already covered that ground quite sufficiently. My subjects
found themselves repeating what they had already expressed earlier in our time together.
While a certain degree of redundancy is healthy and serves to validate my data, I found
these last two categories unhelpful. In the end, however, I chose to continue to include
them in the remaining interviews, for the sake of consistency.
For our purpose here, I will limit the report of my findings, however, to what I
found to be the most fruitful part of our Rhythms and Rituals segment: namely, general
behaviors and practices, calendar rhythms, staffing matters. We generated dialogue
across these three topics by pursuing questions such as:
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What do you do on a regular basis to cultivate or nurture your true self? Are there
particular spiritual disciplines you have found helpful in the practice of your own
personal soul-care? Are there behaviors or practices in your daily life, which you
have found counterproductive, and therefore try to avoid? What does a typical day
look like? How about a typical week? Are there monthly or annual rhythms that
are significant for you? What are some things you do deliberately with staff to
ensure authentic selfhood in yourself and in them?
The responses to these questions (and more) revealed seven distinct themes. I have
identified these themes as: A Way of Life, Sabbath-keeping, Personal Accountability and
Community, Spiritual Practices, Physical Exercise, Calendar-management, and Staff
Community. A close look at each of these themes will reveal insights invaluable in
addressing the original goal of this project: to discover what practices of personal soulcare would empower and equip senior pastors of large congregations to continually lead
from a position of authentic selfhood.
A Way of Life. One of the dominant themes that emerged from these interviews
was the awareness that the quest for authentic selfhood is more than simply one more
task or goal. The desire to live, love, and lead from the true self is not a short-term goal.
It is naive to imagine the true self as some achievement to be accomplished. Indeed, one
could argue that the dogged pursuit of the true self is, in fact, ironically an act of the false
self. Rather than some prize to be awarded or some laurel to be crowned, the quest for
authentic selfhood is best understood as a way of life. With all one’s successes and
failures assumed, the true self demands devotion to a way of life that encompasses all of
life. This distinction can present a challenge to senior pastors of large congregations, as
many of their roles and tasks must necessarily be compartmentalized. The quest for true
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selfhood, however, is not a task but a way. While all five subjects articulated this truth
and the desire to live fully within it, two pastors spoke of deliberate pathways they have
chosen to ensure their quest is more than a short-term goal.
Jim Somerville has adopted a particular mantra that has become something of a
lens through which to view and do his life. “With joy and authenticity” 20 is his phrase,
and his way. Somerville reports having experienced his share of dark periods over the
span of his pastoral ministry. Having known his own seasons of emotional exhaustion
and vocational disappointment, a few years ago he came to an epiphany. Neither he, nor
any human for that matter, is intended to live a joyless existence. Reflecting with his
ministry team one day, he mused, “You know what? We are too old now to be anybody
except who God made us to be. And we're too old to do this job if it's not any fun."21
From that moment forward both he, and members of his team agreed to approach their
lives and their vocational callings with joy and authenticity, or not at all. In other words,
the pursuit of the authentic self must be a way of life that shapes all of life.
John Ortberg spoke of this quest as a way of life as well. In fact, the pathway for
Ortberg has been the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). Though not an
alcoholic himself, Ortberg attends meetings and has adopted the prayers and practices of
AA because of the deliberate way of life it offers for those seeking sobriety, wholeness,
and authentic being. Indeed, the foundations of Alcoholics Anonymous can be traced to
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what is now known as The Oxford Group, which was an early 20 th century Christian
discipleship movement. The essence of the movement was to provide concrete practices
and daily disciplines to equip individuals to live more fully and faithfully in their
devotion to Christ, and His way of life. While the primary objective of belonging to an
AA group and attending its meetings is to aid alcoholics in their addiction to alcohol,
Ortberg finds the vulnerable accountability in the 12 steps to be a concrete way to remain
attentive daily to a way of life that grounds him in his true self. Regardless the
mechanisms or modalities, the overarching theme that emerged in these interviews was
that any pursuit of the true self must be a holistic devotion to a way of living and being in
the world.
Sabbath-keeping. No theme recurred more often, and in more concrete
expressions than that of Sabbath-keeping. While none of the pastors in my study actually
used this phrase, I have assigned this expression to encapsulate the numerous times and
ways in which my subjects articulated their personal need and plan for weekly rest and
renewal. To be sure, the details of a personal off-day varied from individual to individual,
but it was clearly the first and most often cited life-giving rhythm of rest.
Shannon Kershner described Mondays (her chosen off-day) as so sacred and
necessary to her that she has placed “steel guarders around it.” 22 John Ortberg described
Fridays with similar resolve. The 48-hour Friday to Saturday stretch was described as
crucial for his mental health and perspective. When asked if sermon preparation ever got
22
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in the way, he added that his sermon-prep is always complete two weeks ahead. In other
words, the sermon he is cultivating each week is for two Sundays out. This kind of
preparation requires an unyielding devotion to staying ahead of schedule. The personal
benefits, however, pay off exponentially. I wholeheartedly concur that the benefit of such
preparation is priceless. When the sermon is ready for Sunday, there is what I call a
lightness-of-being that enables the pastor to truly enter into the rest that is offered on a
given off-day. Most of my subjects agreed that when the sermon is not complete, it
becomes much more difficult to experience true Sabbath.
Jim Somerville may disagree. His chosen off-day is Thursday. He too guards his
day of rest with ardent discipline. Yet, the unfinished sermon (for Somerville), never gets
in the way. Indeed, his sermon prep day is Saturday. When asked why he doesn’t attempt
to take Saturday off as well, his replied candidly (and with a grin) “I try to be very
biblical on this, Shaun. The fourth commandment instructs us that ‘six days ye shall
work, and the seventh shall be a Sabbath unto the Lord.’”23 Fortunately, Thursday
remains far enough removed from Sunday that unhurried homiletical imagination is still
possible. It is made ever-more possible when the off-day has provided true Sabbath.
The key for Somerville in stepping away from pastoral task and responsibility is
found in having a plan for the day. Whether kayaking the James River, or hiking a
mountain trail, he finds that planning for his day off ensures he experiences the kind of
mental and physical space he needs in order to renew the mind and spirit. Left unplanned,
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an off-day may be spent listlessly binge-watching Netflix and snacking on junk food,
leaving him no more renewed than the day before. Hearing Somerville describe the need
to deliberately plan a day of rest provokes images of the Creation story, when at the
beginning of Genesis 2, God “finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the
seventh day from all the work that he had done” (Gen 2:2). It is compelling to me that
“rested” is an action verb. On the seventh day, God created rest. It too, was an act of
creation. In other words, God had to work at resting. And if God had to work at it,
perhaps so do we by having a deliberate plan for what will be done and what will be left
undone on our day of rest.
Another pattern I noticed regarding Sabbath-keeping for my subjects was the
frequent mention of returning to nature. Among the five interviews, activities that took
place on off-days included walking, hiking, canoeing, kayaking, surfing, picnicking, and
camping.24 I found this pattern intriguing, yet quite unsurprising. At least three of my
subjects work and live in dense, metropolitan cities. In a world of steel and concrete,
where frequent weekly meetings take place in conference rooms or crowded delis and
coffee shops, a deliberate return to creation becomes a life-giving and soul-centering
engagement. One pastor spoke of her weekly barefoot walk through the grass of her city
park as if it were a life-giving visit with an old friend.
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For senior pastors of large congregations serving in contexts such as these, there
is a kind of creational call, an earthy invitation to renew in ways a concrete world could
never offer. A New York Times article cites the research of a Stanford University study,
that demonstrated nature walks increase the blood-flow to the frontal cortex unlike
similar walks along the highways of urban centers. 25 The increased blood-flow attributed
to activity in natural environments elevated cerebral activity and improved cognitive
stimulation, fostering an effective way to “renew the mind” (Rom 12:2).
Personal Accountability and Community. The large church pastor can lead an
extremely isolated life. The distancing effect of the public persona can hardly be
overstated. Often, the celebrity of the senior pastor can give the illusion that he or she is
surrounded by deeply spiritual friendships within a vibrant community of mutual care.
The subjects in this study, including myself, know nothing could be further from the
truth. There is a great and vast difference between leading a community of mutual care or
support, and experiencing one. Two strong themes that emerged among all five pastors in
regard to nurturing the true self was the need for personal accountability and community.
Accountability. In positions of authority that can come with great trust, senior
pastors of large congregations often experience a risky freedom. In some contexts, those
closest to the senior pastor are least likely to confront him or her when poor decisions are
made or to point out neglect of needed safeguards for personal integrity, lest they risk
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losing their favored positions of proximity to power. Each of the pastors in this study,
acknowledged this reality. Recognizing the constant challenge the public persona
presents to authenticity and integrity, all of the subjects expressed the common need for a
healthy relationship or venue in which to confess spiritual inadequacies, brokenness, and
imperfections.
Two of my subjects maintain an ongoing relationship with both a spiritual director
and a personal therapist. When asked “Why both?” the responses were similar. Each of
the arrangements provide a different kind of accountability. Time with a spiritual director
creates the space and time for discernment, for holy listening and guidance. Sessions with
a therapist more focus more on navigating the dynamics of interpersonal relationships,
both at home and church.
Two other pastors described having one or two friends with whom there are no
secrets. Time with these sacred friendships varies. For one pastor, there is a regular
monthly visit. They meet half way between their cities (an hour or so drive for each) and
spend the entire day together. They confess hurts, struggles, and even sins. They pray
with one another, and return home. Another pastor goes on a biannual camping trip which
involves two other friends. In a similar way to the two friends mentioned above, these
three find amid conversation, laughter, and tears, a transparency, confession, and mutual
encouragement. The fifth pastor describes similar accountability (though far less
intimate) from a professional ministry coach.
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Community. Many pastors reported finding it difficult to personally experience
the full measure of community within the congregation he or she leads. To be clear, it is
certainly possible to be engaged within the congregation and personally experience the
mutual joy and love that arises from its shared life. But when it comes to true community,
the senior pastor frequently (and necessarily) finds himself or herself in it, but not of it.
This reality is especially true for large church pastors, for whom the circle of individuals
who truly understand their lives is very limited. That is why subjects in this study
reported placing high priority on establishing and cultivating a personal sense of
community wherever they could find it.
Accomplishing this task requires deliberate planning, as some of the richest and
most meaningful community is found in gathering with other large church pastors from
cities across the country. All of my subjects take part in some variety of camp,
conference, or retreat designed specifically for a very small number of large church
leaders every year. While much of the time together is often devoted to sermon musing,
workshopping ministry problems, or grappling with current theological, political, or
social issues facing their congregations, the greater fruit experienced by pastors at these
gatherings is the personal care given to one another as burdens are shared, prayers are
lifted, and the sound of easy laughter indicates common unity has been found.
Spiritual Practices. When asked specifically what spiritual practices were most
helpful in my subjects’ personal soul care, a wide range of classical disciplines were
described. No single practice emerged as dominant, rather all five of my subjects report a
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combination of disciplines to be helpful. Most common were prayer, silent retreats,
journaling, devotional reading, and worship.26
Prayer. Cultivating a life of personal prayer is crucial to the senior pastor’s quest
for authentic selfhood. In a vocational context in which leading large often assumes a
high level of proficiency, skill, and expertise, it is essential for the large church pastor to
practice a different approach when it comes to prayer. In his book, Prayer: Finding the
Heart’s True Home, Richard Foster suggests:
Our problem is that we assume prayer is something to master the way we master
algebra or auto mechanics. That puts us in the “on-top” position, where we are
competent and in control. But when praying, we come “underneath,” where we
calmly and deliberately surrender control and become incompetent. 27
For my subjects, mastering and maintaining the “on-top” position characterizes much of
their life. A vibrant life of prayer affords a different posture and a better pathway.
Most of my participants reported early morning as the time of day when they
deliberately set aside time for personal prayer. Waking as early as 5:00 a.m., and in some
cases earlier, pastors describe this first hour as critical in framing the day, renewing the
mind, and nurturing the soul. During this morning time of prayer, one pastor uses the
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Book of Common Prayer 28 as a guide. Another uses the morning prayer found in the
twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous. 29 Others rely heavily on silence as the primary
practice of prayer. One such form of silent prayer, which I have found quite formative in
my own soul care, is Centering Prayer, made popular by the Trappist Monk Thomas
Keating.30 Regardless the form or style of prayer, a wide range of prayer practices early
each morning emerged as a significant theme among participants.
Silent retreats. Three out of the five subjects report silent retreats as an invaluable
component of their personal soul-care. Ranging in duration from one half-day to a full
week retreat, subjects remove themselves from their own ministry contexts and immerse
themselves in environments such as a local monastery, or a cabin, or a tent, in which they
are able to slip “off the grid” for a time. They arrange ways to be reached in the event of
an absolute emergency, but for the most part are protected by capable ministry assistants
and/or colleagues who enable them to truly unplug. These retreats are characterized by
reading, writing, listening, praying, and napping--all activities intended to renew the
mind and refresh the soul.

28

Church Publishing, The Book of Common Prayer and Administration of the
Sacraments and Other Rites and Ceremonies of the Church (New York, NY: Church
Publishing, Inc, 1979).
29

Bill Wilson, The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous, 1st ed. (United States:
CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2013).
30

Thomas Keating, “Centering Prayer,” Contemplative Outreach,
http://centeringprayer.com/ (accessed December 14, 2017).

93
Journaling. Subjects mentioned journal-keeping as well. While a few of the
subjects are prolific writers, and easily incorporate a daily habit of reflective journaling as
a natural and cathartic way to process day-to-day events, others report being seasonal
journal-keepers. These pastors may write in their journals at personal retreats as a way to
take spiritual inventory. They keep a journal for the sake of posterity, and as a way to
reflect upon past seasons of crisis and challenge, and to draw a kind of framing strength
for the current season and any challenges they may be facing.
Devotional reading. Common within the early morning rituals mentioned was
devotional reading. I describe this practice as sacred reading because it may include, but
is not limited to, Bible reading. Often mentioned spiritual readings include printed
devotional materials from trusted publishers, spiritually and theologically provocative
blogs from colleagues, and the various devotional classics from spiritual masters
throughout the ages. The most common source, however, is the reading of the Bible.
One of the pastors in the study attempts to practice daily scripture readings that
are not part of the sermon-preparation process. For him it is important to read and
memorize scripture without the frequent compulsion to turn the passage into a sermon.
This resistance takes practice.
The majority of the subjects, however, (including myself) choose to immerse
themselves within the text for the coming Sunday. Time is spent devotionally within the
scripture, not just hermeneutically. This practice enriches both the sermon and the soul.
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Lectio Divina is one such scripture reading technique, for example, that has
become more commonly practiced among Protestants, and at least two subjects within
this study. It is the deliberate reading of scripture for the sake of spiritual formation.
Short passages are read and re-read as the pastor meditates upon a word or phrase that
seems to captivate his or her attentiveness that day. For these pastors, it is a way to
relinquish presumed control over the text, and simply yield to its wisdom and way.
Worship. For the subjects of my study, leading worship is one of their primary
vocational tasks. As such, some of these pastors report difficulty actually relying on the
weekend worship experience to serve as a venue for their own spiritual need to worship.
In my own experience, however, I do not feel the same degree of difficulty. There are
moments when it is entirely possible to do both: to lead and to be led in worship,
simultaneously. For the most part, however, this feeling is common among the large
church pastors interviewed for this project. It is for that reason that two of my subjects
report attending some sort of worship experience regularly, not only outside his or her
own church, but even outside his or her own Christian tradition. These pastors will often
attend the services of a local synagogue on Friday nights. When asked why a synagogue,
both mentioned an environment free of ego threat or ecclesial competition. Others
mentioned meeting the need for worship in deeply personal ways. One worships each
morning on a daily walk. Earbuds and a worshipful playlist provide a time to pray, praise,
and commune. Another mentioned the meaningful sense of corporate worship that
emerges at annual conferences and retreats with close colleagues and friends in ministry.
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Physical Exercise. Another prominent discipline mentioned by all five of my
subjects was deliberate physical exercise. One pastor surfs once per week. Two take long
brisk walks in the morning. One will run, cycle, or row three times per week. And
another, at the conclusion of our interview grabbed her gym bag to follow me out, as she
was training for her first marathon.
While the particular form of activity varied from person to person, each pastor
reported the need to regularly detach from the monotony of the daily grind through
physical exercise. These pastors spend a significant portion of each day sitting. They sit
for meetings. They sit for sermon preparation. They sit in conferences over coffee and
lunch. Much of the generative work that is accomplished with colleagues and staff occur
over meals. Such conditions are conducive to poor eating patterns and lethargy, which
can contribute to poor health and greater stress. At the most basic level, it is for the
simple sake of sustaining a physical wellness that these pastors deliberately get up, get
out, and get moving.
Beyond the physical needs, however, are the mental and emotional rewards that
exercise provides. In fact, each of the subjects who mentioned physical exercise cited the
non-physical benefits as the greater personal motivation. In my own experience, the one
hour spent daily in the gym provides something the other hours of the day cannot. It is the
one certain task in the day when a goal can be started, attended, and completed in its
entirety. The stress relief and the endorphin rush are benefits to be sure, but in a vocation
characterized by the unfinished (and unfinishable) business of spiritual development,
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having a predictable daily exercise regimen provides a satisfying sense of
accomplishment and conclusion. While leading and loving a community of faith into
greater spiritual maturation takes time, I do know how many reps I need to finish a set, or
how many more minutes it takes to run a mile. A disciplined physical exercise plan
provides a healthy measure of control for the senior pastor, enabling him or her to better
relinquish unnecessary and unattainable control in other areas of vocational ministry.
Calendar. Another theme that emerged prominently was the personal calendar.
Without a firm grasp on the personal and professional calendar, the large church senior
pastor can easily succumb to an unsustainable rhythm and pace that presents untenable
challenges in the quest for authentic selfhood. To that end, all five of my subjects report
the role of the executive assistant as invaluable. Four of my subjects have assistants who
will manage every aspect of the pastor’s calendar, as well as send and receive emails in
the pastor’s name. One pastor’s assistant even serves as a personal assistant, picking up
and dropping off dry cleaning, or picking out the right bottle of wine for a dinner party.
This kind of management protects the limited space within the pastor’s crowded
schedule. Keeping the schedule uncluttered provides opportunity for personal soul care.
One pastor, Jim Somerville, plans a quarterly camping trip in which his weekly
calendar is reinvented each time. On this silent retreat in the woods, he draws a grid in his
notebook. Across the top of the grid are the days of the week. Along the margins are
symbols that he has designed which signify mind, heart, body, and soul. In the blank
boxes of his unscripted week-at-a-glance, he designs how he wants his daily and weekly
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rhythm to reflect deliberate attentiveness to all four of those aspects of living whole and
true. Common among all five participants was the advance planning of vacations,
conferences, and retreats throughout the year, to ensure the pastor is always able to look
forward toward a life-giving, soul-renewing event.31
Staff Community. The final theme that emerged related to the staff community.
Perpetuating a life of true selfhood involves nurturing an environment among team
members in which the quest for authenticity and spiritual congruency is understood,
assumed, and mutually encouraged. Fostering such an atmosphere is not only
empowering for individual members of the staff, but it also serves to reinforce the senior
pastor’s own quest for true selfhood, in that it cultivates an expectation within the team
about what their common life should look like as a staff community. This level of
attentiveness is parallel to the classical spiritual discipline of living in community which
first developed by St. Benedict, who believed the community to be the primary shaping
influence on an individual’s life and faith. Picking up on this theme, it was St. Augustine
who began to deliberately cultivate the staff community of fellow priests and clergy
through his rule of life. 32
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The majority of participants report that the primary way they seek to foster true
selfhood within the staff community is by modeling the authentic life, personally. One
way to do so is to embrace moments of vulnerability and transparency, thereby
deliberately deconstructing whatever false images of perfection may linger. Doing so can
be tricky, however. The team may need to know its leader can bleed, but it does not need
to see him or her hemorrhage every staff meeting. As Shannon Kershner put it, “we lead
from our scars, not from our wounds.” 33 In my own context, I incorporate this
opportunity into the rhythm of my staff meetings in what I call the beautiful and the
brutal. We begin each meeting with the question: What was the most beautiful thing and
the most brutal thing that has happened in you or around you since the last we met? In
this exchange, I too try to answer the question from my own perspective and experience,
being perfectly willing to share my own vulnerabilities and failures. This time of sharing
our mutual celebrations and struggles is typically followed by a time of prayer in which
we honor what we have heard by holding it upward with one another in prayer before
God.
John Ortberg has initiated an effective practice for his entire extended staff team.
Every morning, at the same time of day the staff has “quiet time” at their desks. These
fifteen minutes of intentional silence are spent in a wide variety of ways. Some staff
members choose to read, some opt to pray, some quietly meditate, while others listen to
music. The only rule: no work. It is protected time for the community to stop and to abide
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Shannon Kershner, interview, (in person).
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awhile within the Spirit. Ortberg describes that time as sacred time, fully embraced by
staff as a welcomed breath from an otherwise hectic start to the day.
In addition to modeling by example, or establishing daily times of meditation,
there are multiple possibilities for the senior pastor who wishes to cultivate an
environment of true selfhood within the staff culture. Assessments, profiles, and book
studies abound. Conferences and themed staff retreats offer enormous possibility to
elevate the awareness and equip the pursuit of the true self, understanding that every
measure taken to cultivate that quest within the staff culture simultaneously strengthens
the soul care of the senior pastor as well.
Impact of Study
The goal of this project was to address one central question: What deliberate
practices of individual soul care would enable and empower and equip senior pastors of
large congregations to discover, nurture, and lead from the true self. Guided interviews
with the five notable senior pastors identified above revealed seven key themes that
emerged from this inquiry: A Way of Life, Sabbath-keeping, Personal Accountability and
Community, Spiritual Practices, Physical Exercise, Calendar-management, and Staff
Community. These seven themes, as we will observe in the concluding chapter, can be
explored in a number of creative ways to provide invaluable resources to aid large church
pastors who desire to live and lead with greater authenticity and spiritual congruency in
their ministries. The pursuit and discovery of these themes was not, however, without a
few surprises.
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Surprises
One surprise in this research was the lack of a unified pathway to the authentic
life. I had quite expected more of my participants to speak of a rigid schedule with
complex disciplines practiced daily. What I found instead was a wide range of
approaches, each of which contextually (and appropriately) nuanced for the particular
needs of the individual and his or her unique station in life.
Another surprise was how universally applicable both the problem and the
potential solutions to this quest for authentic selfhood really are. To be clear, as I have
attempted to demonstrate, there are certainly distinct dynamics to leading large that
amplify the challenge for true selfhood among large church pastors. Truth be known
however, we are talking about a difference in degree, and not kind. Much of what I heard
in my interviews with large church pastors I experienced in some degree within the two
smaller churches where I have served. While the experience of leading large certainly
amplifies the challenge, the themes that emerged as solutions may be more widely
applicable and efficacious than I had imagined.
Next Steps
Having identified the seven dominant themes that emerged from this project, we
now have the insight to develop truly helpful pathways to true self leadership. The next
chapter offers possibilities for introducing these seven themes (and their numerous
expressions) to senior pastors (in a variety of contexts) who desire to live, love, and lead

101
from a place of authenticity and spiritual congruency. It is to the application of these
practical steps that we now turn our attention.

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS
This Doctor of Ministry project emerged out of great personal interest to this
pastor. At the time of this writing, I have entered my sixth year as senior pastor of Johns
Creek Baptist Church. Within these first five years, I have observed and experienced
many of the hidden dynamics of interior tension that often accompany the distinct life
and work of senior pastors who lead large congregations, and which were the focus of
much of this project. Many of the characteristics and competencies that seem to qualify
the pastor to be effective in large church leadership, and evoke confidence within his or
her congregation can at times become the greatest obstacles to living and leading with
authenticity and spiritual integrity.
The much-celebrated public persona of the large church pastor, for example, can
often contribute to what we have observed as a duplicitous way life, in which the image
and identity that is projected publically has very little or nothing at all to do with who the
senior pastor actually is on the interior. Void of congruency between the inner and outer
life, the senior pastor can become prone to operating out of the false self, thus spending
increasing energies on maintaining this persona and perpetually inflating and re-inflating
the ego that keeps it propped up. The trajectory of such a life in ministry can lead to
tragic results both personally and vocationally. Navigating a better pathway has been the
aim of this project.
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Project Summary
I set out to address this problem in my research. In order to organize an effective
project, much preliminary groundwork was required. A clear understanding of terms and
the context in which those terms have emerged had to be established in order to frame the
parameters and expectations of any project aimed at a remedy.
Theological, Biblical, and Historical Foundations
Before initiating the project, I spent considerable time establishing its theological,
biblical and historical underpinnings. It was critical to first identify the terms true self and
false self, and what is meant by the basic human struggle of interiority. To do so, I
examined the contributions of Thomas Merton, the impact of Vatican II reforms, and the
continued work of 20th and 21st century voices such as Margaret Beck, Parker Palmer,
and Richard Rohr. Within the last seventy years, these and other leading figures have
raised the consciousness of multitudes regarding the interior tension of our true and false
selves, and delineated life-giving pathways to the kind of soul-care intended to manage
the tension.
After demonstrating a basic theological framework for this study, I then made the
argument that the desire for true selfhood, while known by other names throughout time,
has been a basic human quest from the beginning. I then traced this quest, beginning with
stories of creation in the book of Genesis, through the lived experiences and narratives of
key figures throughout the Hebrew Bible, the Gospels, and the rest of the New
Testament. In both the sweeping themes of the Bible and the episodic moments that
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punctuate the whole, the quest to live fully grounded in our identity with God can be
traced throughout our faith story.
This quest is continued beyond the writings of scripture in the continued witness
of the early church. I traced our historical quest through the experiences of selected
martyrs, monks, and mystics who faced new challenges to authentic selfhood and charted
new pathways to the soul-care they needed. I paid particular attention to noted bishops of
the fourth century and beyond who, as large-church pastors themselves, were compelled
to find deliberate ways to navigate the very narrow path between their personal devotion
to Christ and the public/political demands of institution and empire.
Framing the Challenge of Leading Large
Having established the theological, biblical, and historical foundations of this
study, I then demonstrated that this interior tension, common to all people, is uniquely
nuanced in the life and work of large church senior pastors. To do so, I relied heavily on
the work of Susan Beaumont. I examined the ten core competencies of senior pastors of
large congregations,1 and noted that many of the competencies that are prerequisite for
effectiveness in leading large simultaneously present particular challenges to authentic
selfhood. These competencies—decision making, ego strength, organizational agility,
personal resilience, preaching and worship leadership, process management, public
presence, strategic leadership, supervising work, and teambuilding—all create a kind of
attachment on the part of the senior pastor. Yet, at the heart of the interior journey is the
1

Susan Beaumont, Inside the Large Congregation (Herndon, VA: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2011), 78-80.
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call of the true self to resist attachments, especially institutional attachments which are
inclined to compel the soul to posture and project a constructed persona for the benefit of
institutional survival.
The Research Question
Having fully framed the distinct challenge facing these pastors in the context of
leading large congregations, I then organized this project around one central research
question: In a context that often enables narcissistic tendencies of ego-preservation and
promotion, what deliberate practices of personal soul-care would empower and equip
senior pastors of large congregations to continually lead from a position of authentic
selfhood? It was my belief that identifying such practices could provide a pathway for
greater vocational integrity as well as spiritual congruency within the personal and public
lives of these senior pastors. The research from this project, as well as its theological,
biblical, and historical foundations, confirms that there are indeed some practices that, if
embraced with discipline and consistency, can aid the senior pastor in his or her quest to
live, love, and lead from the true self.
Process and Procedure
In order to discover these practices and disciplines, it was first necessary to
identify a set of objective and observable qualities that are characteristic of pastors who
live and lead from the true self. I compiled this set of qualities from the large body of
literature on the subject. The six traits, chosen for my study were: genuine persona,
vulnerability, humility, interiority, non-anxious presence, and awareness of the false self.
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The next step was to identify individual senior pastors of large congregations who
seemed to fit the bill. I chose individuals based on a variety of factors. Some had
authored books and/or blogs on the subject. Others had well-known and much-respected
public ministries. Still others were chosen because of my personal knowledge of their
work and insight as peers, colleagues, and/or friends. All gave evidence of a wellnavigated quest for true selfhood in their leadership. Diverse geographically,
denominationally, racially, politically, and inclusive of both women and men, the study
group consisted of John Ortberg (Menlo Park Church, Palo Alto, California), Amy Butler
(The Riverside Church, New York City), Jim Somerville (Richmond’s First Baptist
Church), Shannon Kershner (Fourth Presbyterian Church, Chicago, Illinois), and Ben
Barnett (Bridgepoint Church, Marietta, Georgia).
Once identified, I conducted five in-person, one-on-one interviews with each of
my subjects. Interview questions, organized into three broad categories—Personal
Experiences and Stories, Reflections on Interiority, and Rhythms and Rituals—were
designed to gauge the subjects’ awareness of the interior tension of the true and false self,
provoke reflection upon what fruit it produces in their lives when this tension is attended
well, and to discover what deliberate disciplines and practices of personal soul care seem
to aid them in their ongoing quest for authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency.
Results
The data gathered from each of these interviews was transcribed from audio
recordings and thoroughly coded to discover what themes emerged as common among
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the five subjects. While the first two categories of questions (Personal Experiences and
Stories, Reflections on Interiority) proved quite fruitful in gaining insight into the hidden
dynamics of the interior world of large church pastors, the most helpful information
gathered for purposes of my research came in the third category of questions (Rhythms
and Rituals). There, I was able to identify seven themes that emerged as prominent
among the research subjects when it came to the deliberate disciplines and practices of
personal soul care.
While each of the seven themes embodies a wide range of practices, contextually
nuanced from individual to individual, they all serve as overarching categories mentioned
repeatedly in one iteration or another by the interviewees. The seven themes are: A Way
of Life, Sabbath-keeping, Personal Accountability and Community, Spiritual Practices,
Physical Exercise, Calendar-Management, and Staff Community. Out of a wide range of
life-giving behaviors that my subjects report practicing on a regular basis, the most
fruitful disciplines reported fall into one or more of these seven themes: Understanding
the quest for true selfhood to be a way of life, planning and practicing a weekly rhythm of
Sabbath-keeping for rest and renewal, nurturing relationships of vulnerability and trust
for the sake of personal accountability and community, engaging classical disciplines and
spiritual practices for deliberate attentiveness to the interior life, participating in regular
physical exercise for the sake of health (both bodily and mentally), keeping a vigilant eye
on calendar management in order to avoid exhaustion and protect space for spiritual and
relational growth, and intentional investment in developing the staff community in order
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to cultivate an environment conducive to the mutual quest for authenticity and spiritual
congruency within the ministry team.
Project Significance and Potential Benefit
In my personal assessment, this project has proven remarkably fruitful in
addressing the issues raised by my research and potentially advancing the conversation
about authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency among senior pastors of large
congregations. The resulting data has confirmed for me the hunch that senior pastors of
large congregations do, indeed, experience the basic human tension of interiority
expressions that are amplified because of their unique vocational situations. To be
abundantly clear, it is not a different tension, but an amplified one. It is a difference in
degree and not kind.
There came a point within each of the interviews when each subject became
vulnerable and lowered his or her guard to reveal just how ever-present the challenge of
succumbing to the false self is within the context of leading large. The desire to manage
the tension well was clear in each interview. It is a common desire among all subjects,
including this participant-observer, to grow in authenticity and spiritual congruency and
to model such true selfhood for those we lead. For this reason, this project and further
research like it is invaluable to the health and vibrancy of large church pastors, and by
extension the congregations they serve.
If large church pastors were introduced to a variety of deliberate behaviors and
practices that could cultivate true selfhood and elevate safeguards against the trappings of
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the false self, the impact would reverberate in exponential ways within and among those
they love and lead on a daily basis. This reality was confirmed in one of the interview
questions. When asked what fruit seemed to be produced in those near them when the
subjects abided within their true selves, the responses were overwhelmingly positive.
Subjects reported a less anxious presence among staff and greater transparency and trust
within the staff community. Participants also reported their own family members being
less defensive and reactive to the demands of the pastoral ministry, because true
congruency between the interior and exterior life produces deeper levels of believability,
trust, and confidence.
Perhaps the greatest significance to this research, however, is the impact it could
have on the congregations these senior pastors serve. One of the delimitations delineated
in this research was the field of inquiry surrounding the link between the soul care of the
senior pastor and the soul care of the church as an institution. While the possible
correlation between the two was specified as an area of study outside the purview of this
project, it is not hard to imagine the mutually-influential relationship between the two.
Consider for a moment a large church senior pastor with little or no awareness of
or attention to the tension of true and false selfhood. Gone unchecked, the senior pastor
(prone to the tendencies and proclivities of the false self) could guide the congregation’s
consciousness and missional energies toward an insatiable pursuit of selfaggrandizement, of winning, of climbing, of achieving. Alternatively, the senior pastor
who is aware of his or her own interior tension, and who is pursuing deliberate disciplines
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and practices to manage that tension is more likely to live, love, and lead from the ground
of true selfhood, thereby modeling and inspiring a similar pursuit within and among the
congregation-at-large. While further research and future projects are needed to
substantiate such claims, it is likely true self leadership has a beneficial long-term impact
on the soul of congregations, leading them to understand and embrace of their own sense
of authentic identity.
Pathways for Future Development
The findings of this research offer numerous potential pathways for future
development. I envision at least four directions this could take, each of which would
serve to advance the quest of large church pastors for authentic selfhood and spiritual
congruency. These four potential pathways are future writing projects, podcasts, retreats,
and staff development.
Future Writing Projects
The seven themes that emerged from the one-on-one interviews provide great
fodder for future writing projects. Whether addressing the overarching themes as a whole
or zeroing in on specific expressions with the intent to provide practical steps forward,
future writing could prove invaluable in advancing the dialogue at hand. I expect to
pursue this avenue through two particularly appropriate outlets: blogs and book projects.
Blogs. One expression of future writing projects would be an ongoing series of
blogs. A series could be as brief as seven posts, each introducing one of the seven
themes, embedded with links to alternative sites and resources for further reading.
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Another more expansive project would be a multiple part blog series on each of the seven
themes. Such a series could last for seven weeks, with a whole week’s worth of posts
devoted to one theme at a time. The duration of any such series of blogs could be
adjusted to meet the level of attention desired to give to each theme. Each theme might
possibly receive, for example, a month’s worth of attention. Organizing a multi-series
blog would also open up the opportunity to invite a number of leading voices on the
subject to contribute as guest bloggers.
Book Projects. In a similar way, there are numerous pathways for future book
projects. Whether addressing overarching themes or writing with specific and practical
application for any one of the themes, several possibilities abound. Imagine titles such as
Keeping it Real: Authentic Selfhood as a Way of Life, or Sabbath-keeping for Senior
Pastors, or A Chink in the Armor: Cultivating Personal Accountability and Community
for the Large-Church Pastor, just to name a few.
One real possibility for a future writing venture would be to pursue the link
between the soul care of the senior pastor and the soul care of the church as an institution.
In this project, I have alluded to such a linkage, but further work would need to be done
to fully develop this thought. Time would be well spent engaging voices such as the
aforementioned Susan Beaumont and others who are making strides in advancing the
dialogue about institutions as having a sense of soul, to consider if there truly is a
mutually-influential relationship between the soul care of the institution and that of its
senior leader.
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Podcasts
Another potential pathway for future development would be through audio or
video podcasts. Formatted with similar scope and sequence, themes could be addressed as
a whole or in a consecutive series of episodes. The subscriber base for such a podcast
would presumably comprise mainly of senior pastors, but would not have to be an
exclusive audience. Imagine, after all, the broad-based benefit of congregational
subscribers. Not only are the interior struggles of senior pastors the same struggles as all
persons (different in degree and not kind), but hearing of the hidden dynamics of the
senior pastor’s life may elevate greater awareness among subscribers (who happen to be
church members) of their own interior world.
Such a podcast could be organized to host a wide range of guests. Guests could be
fellow large-church pastors who come to dialogue about the given theme of the day. Or
guests could be particular “experts” in any of the given themes. Persons who have written
or taught on the subject could be featured. Such a subscriber base would take time to
develop, but could prove effective in equipping senior pastors with a resource that is can
be utilized on the go, during a commute or on the treadmill.
Retreats
Perhaps one of the most effective future pathways would be the development of a
themed retreat. One of the recurring themes in the interviews was the frequent mention of
retreats as a life-giving practice for senior pastors. If arranged on the calendar far enough
in advance, retreats become mooring points that help navigate the annual cycle. For
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senior pastors seeking to grow in the true self a retreat could be organized to introduce
each of the seven themes.
More than simply an informational retreat, a retreat designed to focus on soul care
must be experiential in design. A three or four-day retreat which does not collide with
Sunday preaching responsibilities would be ideal. In the unhurried space of such a retreat,
each of the seven themes could be introduced, with time allotted for reflection and (where
applicable) practice. The end result of such a retreat would be to equip senior pastors with
the building blocks to design a personal and practical rule-of-life by which to navigate
their quest for authentic selfhood and spiritual congruency.
Staff Development
One of the seven themes that emerged was that of staff community. One of the
greatest contributors to the senior pastor’s own soul care is the ongoing development of a
staff culture that is conducive to living, leading, and loving from the true self. As such,
one of the most practical and potentially effective pathways for future work in this
subject area is in staff development. Staff meetings, semi-annual retreats, and annual
reviews could provide unique opportunities to cultivate true selfhood and spiritual
congruency among colleagues.
Staff Meetings. The weekly staff meeting provides a regular venue to rehearse the
vison and mission of the staff team. If greater authenticity and spiritual congruency are
truly valued as integral to that vision and mission, then the staff meeting agenda will
reflect it. Brief moments of spiritual formation focused on the seven themes could be
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incorporated within the weekly or bi-weekly meeting cycle. Resources such as themed
readings and practical exercises could be introduced to provoke reflection and discussion
from and among staff colleagues. Keeping the dialogue going would presumably
sensitize staff members to recognize the themes (and the need for them) in the daily life
and practice of their shared ministry.
Semi-annual Retreats. While many churches will host a staff retreat each year,
often these retreats are focused on vision-casting and calendar-planning. Another
pathway to cultivating a culture conducive to authenticity and spiritual congruency would
be to host an additional retreat for staff which has as its purpose soul-care for the staff
member. Similar to the retreat mentioned previously, a soul-care retreat for staff could be
nuanced to meet the particular needs of the individuals attending, but still with primary
focus on each of the seven themes developed from this project.
Annual Reviews. Though it may seem odd to include annual performance reviews
(staff evaluations) as a part of the possible pathways to future development, it may be one
of the most practical. The design of our annual review at JCBC includes, among other
things, reflection on pride points and areas of improvement. A practice that could prove
quite fruitful in the coming years would be reflection on how the individual is doing in
their own personal care and stewardship of the seven themes identified. This kind of
inclusion would assume a high level of awareness, and would need to be preceded by a
year or more of conversation within the staff about what is meant by each theme, what
practical tools are available for growing personally within each.
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Conclusion
The themes that emerged from this project will continue to provoke and challenge
this participant-observer into the foreseeable future. In the design and implementation of
my research and subsequent project, I have been personally inspired by the depth of
vocational capacity and spiritual maturity I encountered in each of the senior pastors
interviewed. It was also quite sobering, however, to observe how common the struggle
for true selfhood is and how familiar the trappings of the false self really are.
I began this research and organized this project around a basic intuition that senior
pastors of large congregations face a distinct contextual challenge—not of location, but
of vocation. That challenge was confirmed in my interviews in which some of the
nation’s most capable large-church pastors gave witness to the immense struggle it is to
live and lead from the true self amid contexts that require attachments and pursuits that
seem more reflective of the false self. Yet, my hunch was that there may be deliberate
disciplines and practices the senior pastor could implement regularly that would enable
him or her to remain grounded in true selfhood. This project has confirmed that thesis, to
my great satisfaction.
Further understanding these themes and discovering practical pathways to nurture
them within the regular rhythm of each senior pastor’s life will be the arduous but worthy
work of a lifetime. To discover, nurture, and lead from the true self is freedom. It is to
draw near to the fullest expression of identity and vocational calling. It is not an easy
pathway. “Narrow is the gate and difficult is the road...” (Matt 7:14). But they who

116
choose it, and walk the willing path of discipline with deliberate attentiveness to the
interior life, will find company on the way. The traveling companion will be found to be
an old familiar friend—the true self; “...Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col 1:27b).
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APPENDIX B
RECRUITMENT EMAIL

Hi (Name of Subject). My name is Shaun King.
I am the senior pastor at Johns Creek Baptist Church in Atlanta.
I am working on my doctoral research, and would very much like to feature you in my
dissertation, if you are open to a one-time, in-person interview.
Here’s the skinny. My title is: Leading Large Without Losing Soul: Equipping Senior
Pastors of Large Congregations to Discover, Nurture, and Lead from the True Self.
A paragraph from my summary may help frame my request…
"I have served as senior pastor of three congregations of varying sizes. With each
transition, the size and scope of my ministry tripled, and the expectations of my pastoral
identity morphed. With this most recent call to Johns Creek Baptist Church, I have
observed that in the context of large church leadership, the success of a congregation is
often associated with the public persona of its senior pastor. The result is a very real
temptation on the part of the senior pastor to place a high premium on this public persona
and leverage the better part of his or her energies in cultivating and preserving it at all
costs. Gone unexamined or unattended, this unique dynamic makes it challenging for
senior pastors of large congregations to maintain true integrity and lead from a position of
authentic selfhood. In a context that often enables narcissistic tendencies of egopreservation and promotion, it is the primary goal of this project to discover what
deliberate practices of personal soul-care would empower and equip senior pastors of
large congregations to continually lead from a position of authentic selfhood.”
(Name of Subject), your work has been instrumental in advancing the conversation of
authentic selfhood within large church leadership, and I would at love the opportunity to
share with you what I had in mind.
Would you be open to a 5 to 10 minute call? Perhaps then we could explore a date in the
next few months when I might come out to you and sit for an interview.
Thank you for your time. I look forward to hearing from you.
Shaun M. King
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Johns Creek Baptist Church
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APPENDIX C

McAfee School of Theology

Leading Large Without Losing Soul: Equipping Senior Pastors of Large
Congregations to Discover, Nurture, and Lead, from the True Self
Informed Consent
You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.
Investigators
Shaun Michael King, Doctor of Ministry Candidate, Mercer University’s McAfee School
of Theology
3001 Mercer University Drive, Atlanta, GA 31404, (678) 547-6474
William Loyd Allen, Ph.D. Mercer University’s McAfee School of Theology, 3001
Mercer University Drive, Atlanta, GA 31404, (678) 547-6472
Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed to discover what personal practices of individual soul
care prove fruitful in enabling senior pastors of large congregations to lead from a posture
of authentic selfhood.
The data from this research will be used to discover what healthy practices and
disciplines are common among senior pastors of large congregations who lead from their
true selves. Once this valuable data is gathered, it is a future goal (after the completion of
the project) to produce from these conclusions a resource tool, or “rule of life,” that could
be used as a guide for other senior pastors serving in similar settings.
The results of this research will make up a vital component in my final Doctor of
Ministry Thesis.
Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in an oral,
face-to-face interview that will take place in your office. I will make an audio recording
of the interview. The only person reviewing the audio will be me.
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Your participation will take approximately 1.5 to 2 hours, total.
Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with this interview. If, however you feel
uncomfortable at anytime in the course of our conversation, please inform me, and we
will discontinue the interview.
Potential Benefits of the Research
While there is no guaranteed benefit, it is possible that you will enjoy sharing your
answers to these questions or that you will find the conversation meaningful.
This study is intended to benefit other senior pastors of large congregations who are
seeking healthy practices of personal soul care.
Confidentiality and Data Storage
With your consent, your name and identity will be included in the reporting of my
research. If, however, any other person or groups of persons are mentioned in the course
of our interview, these names will be kept confidential by the use of pseudonyms (made
up names) in my reporting.
I plan to construct an ethnography—a written account of what I learn—based on these
interviews together with my reading and historical research. This ethnography will be
submitted to my supervising professor, and ultimately to a Doctor of Ministry oral
defense review board. I also plan to share what I learn from this study with senior pastors
of other congregations, and with the interviewees such as you.
I will make an audio recording of the interview. The only person reviewing the audio will
be me. After transcribing the recordings, they will be erased.
Participation and Withdrawal
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant, you may refuse to
participate at any time. To withdraw from the study please contact me, Shaun King, at
407-212-0233, or my supervising professor, Dr. Wm. Loyd Allen, at 678-547-6472.
Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with me at 407-212-0233, or
my supervising professor, Dr. Wm. Loyd Allen, at 678-547-6472.
Audio or Video Taping
With your consent, you are agreeing to an audio-recorded interview. Your name and
identity will be included.

129
This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you believe
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB
Chair, at (478) 301-4101.
You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to
your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate
in this research study.

Research Participant Name (Print)

Name of Person Obtaining Consent (Print)

Research Participant Signature

Person Obtaining Consent Signature

Date

Date
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APPENDIX D
GUIDED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

A central component of my research will be one-on-one, guided interviews with
senior pastors of large congregations who demonstrate evidence of living and leading
from the true self. These interviews will be designed to move progressively from openended storytelling and the sharing of experiences, to discovering what specific disciplines
and practices shape both the personal and public lives of these leaders.
To accommodate an environment conducive to such a time of reflection and
vulnerability, the interviews will begin with casual conversation and a general discussion
about his or her particular ministry context. Questions will then move progressively
deeper and more personal. Within the first several minutes of our time together, I will
offer some general definitions of terms that will be used in the interview (e.g. true self,
false self, etc.), so that we may share a common language when referring to the myriad of
hidden dynamics within the interior life of senior pastors of large congregations.
Sample Questions
After the context of the interview has been framed, terms defined, and
expectations clarified, I will invite the interviewee into a brief period of silence as a way
to center the soul and create a buffer between introductory pleasantries and the heart of
our dialogue. The following questions are examples of the kind of questions that will be
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asked. They may be nuanced from context to context, but the general flow and direction
will remain consistent.
PERSONAL EXPERIENCES AND STORIES
Identifying Congruency
Questions:
In this conversation about authentic selfhood, we speak of congruency (a
consistency between our interior and exterior lives).
1. What are some of the unique challenges senior pastors of large
congregations face in maintaining this congruency?
2. Can you describe what that congruency looks and feels like for you?
3. How do you know you are there? How do you know when you are not?
Recognizing the True Self
Questions:
1. Can you tell me a story about an experience or a season in your ministry
when you can say with confidence you were living and leading from your
true self?
2. What are some of the signs, feelings, or behaviors that you have come to
recognize in yourself as indicators that you are operating out of your true
self?
Recognizing the False Self
Questions:
1. Can you tell me a story about an experience or season in your ministry
when the opposite was true?
2. In other words, when you were living and leading out of your false self?
3. What are some of the signs, feelings, or behaviors that you have come to
recognize in yourself as indicators that you are operating out of your false
self?
REFLECTIONS ON INTERIORITY
The Fruit of the True Self
Questions:
1. When you are living and leading from the true self, what fruits do you see
it produce in you or in others around you?
2. What do you personally experience when you are grounded in the true
self?
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3. What have you noticed about the relationships and interactions you have
with others around you, when you are grounded in the true self?
Movements in Soul-Tending
Questions:
In her work, Tending the Soul of the Institution, Susan Beaumont speaks of
four movements on the journey to authentic selfhood and soul-tending within
the institution: The movements from knowing to unknowing, from advocating
to attending, from striving to surrender, and from deciding to discerning.109
1. From Knowing to Unknowing…What do you have to “un-know” to
become a leader who leads from the true self?
2. From Advocating to Attending…What do you have to attend within your
own interior and exterior lives in order to lead from the true self?
3. From Striving to Surrendering…What must be surrendered or yielded in
order for a senior pastor of a large congregation to lead from the true self?
4. From Deciding to Discerning…What do you do to ensure your decisionmaking is grounded in discernment and authentic selfhood?

RHYTHMS AND RITUALS
Cultivating the True Self
Questions:
1. What do you do on a regular basis to cultivate or nurture your true self?
2. Are there particular spiritual disciplines you have found helpful in the
practice of your own personal soul-care?
3. Are there behaviors or practices in your daily life, which you have found
counterproductive, and therefore try to avoid?
Calendar Rhythms
Questions:
Tell me about your calendar rhythms.
1. What does a typical day look like? How about a typical week?
2. Are there monthly, quarterly, or annual rhythms such as conferences,
retreats, or vacations that are significant for you?
Ministry Staff

109

Susan Beaumont, “Tending the Soul of the Institution,” Susan Beaumont and
Associates, September 16, 2015, http://www.susanbeaumont.com/2015/09/16/tendingthe-soul-of-the-institution/ (accessed April 14, 2017).
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Question: Let’s talk about ministry staff. What are some things you do
deliberately with staff to ensure authentic selfhood in yourself and in them?
Boundaries
Questions:
1. How do you manage healthy boundaries between your personal life and
your very public identity?
2. Can you describe some boundaries you have set for yourself?
3. When are you most vulnerable to blurring those boundaries?
4. How do you know when the boundaries have been crossed?

Public Persona
Questions:
The very nature of your high profile, public persona can come with great
expectations from your congregation.
1. How do you manage your public persona, and the expectations that come
with it?
2. What are some specific ways you keep your public persona in check?
3. How does your existing staff structure and/or congregational system help
or hurt in managing this challenge?
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APPENDIX E,1
CODED DATA TABLES
Personal Experiences and Stories

Identifying Congruency
Questions: In this conversation about authentic selfhood, we speak of congruency (a
consistency between our interior and exterior lives).
1. What are some of the unique challenges senior pastors of large congregations face in
maintaining this congruency?
2. Can you describe what that congruency looks and feels like for you?
3. How do you know you are there? How do you know when you are not?
A1
A2
C1
C2
D1
D2
D3
D4
E1
E2
E3
F1
F2
G
I1
I2
J
L
M
N1
N2
N3
P1

Assumed power and authority
Authenticity is strong drive.
Celebrity of pastor very real dynamic
Congregation resists “real self”
Deceit a constant temptation
Desperation, anxiety, worry as indicators of in-congruency
Disconnected from everyday people
Divorce, a defining moment
Enjoying the Pedestal
Enneagram
Expectation of excellence in preaching
Fear of Emptiness, Loneliness, Isolation
Forcing a style that is not my own.
Ghosts of predecessor
Illusion of perfection
Inner-validation
Joy as an indicator of congruency.
Limited access to laity
Managing expectations in post-Christian era
Natural flow
Not trusting Inner-Authority and Call
Number of People who know “real you” is very low
Pastoral Duties, Pastoral Identity

17
8
23
21
3
12
18
1
8
1
9
11
19
16
15
10
3
12
3
1
11
7
7
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P2
P3
P4
R1
R2
S1
S2
T

Preaching moment is only exposure.
Proving I am worthy for this job.
Public Persona
Resisting CEO model of leadership
Respected and revered.
Same person in and out of pulpit
Smaller leadership circle
T.V. Ministry

5
10
22
4
8
7
5
1

Recognizing the True Self
Questions:
1. Can you tell me a story about an experience or a season in your ministry when you
can say with confidence you were living and leading from your true self?
2. What are some of the signs, feelings, or behaviors that you have come to recognize in
yourself as indicators that you are operating out of your true self?
C1
C2
C3
D
F
I
J
L
N
P1
P2
T
V

Carefree. Nothing to lose. Lightness of being. What the hell.
Confidence in Personal Calling
Crisis of leadership.
Didn’t try to imitate style.
Freedom to know and be known.
Inner-Authority from the Spirit.
Joyful Authenticity as a way of life
Lead from scars, depression, and exhaustion.
Need for approval ran its course. No B.S.
Pleasure temptations no longer satisfied.
Preached with authentic voice and style.
Trusting call of God is liberating.
Vulnerable, honest, and free.

7
9
12
7
6
8
3
7
15
3
3
8
12
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Recognizing the False Self
Questions:
1. Can you tell me a story about an experience or season in your ministry when the
opposite was true?
2. In other words, when you were living and leading out of your false self?
3. What are some of the signs, feelings, or behaviors that you have come to recognize
in yourself as indicators that you are operating out of your false self?
A
C
D
I1
I2
P
S1
S2

Attempted to placate, to give what they wanted to hear.
Compromised/abandoned theological convictions. Sold out.
Driven to contend, compete, climb, and compare.
Indicator: escape fantasies
Indicator: loss of sleep, exhaustion.
Projected persona for approval, and to impress.
Self-doubt in preaching content and delivery.
Sought external validation rather than inner-validation

13
5
6
1
1
7
8
12
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APPENDIX E,2
CODED DATA TABLES
Reflections on Interiority

The Fruit of the True Self
Questions:
1. When you are living and leading from the true self, what fruits do you see
it produce in you or in others around you?
2. What do you personally experience when you are grounded in the true
self?
3. What have you noticed about the relationships and interactions you have
with others around you, when you are grounded in the true self?
C
E
F
G
H
L

Creates permission to remove masks.
Energized from within. Firing on all cylinders. Creative. Full
Freedom of spirit. Lightness of being. Unflappable. Joy.
Greater authenticity and relational intimacy
Happier. More grateful, content, and fully alive.
Less irritable and discouraged.

6
10
14
14
15
4

In her work, Tending the Soul of the Institution, Susan Beaumont speaks of four
movements on the journey to authentic selfhood and soul-tending within the institution:
The movements from knowing to unknowing, from advocating to attending, from striving
to surrender, and from deciding to discerning.
From Knowing to Unknowing
Question: What do you have to “un-know” to become a leader who leads from the
true self?
C
Control.
4
D
Definitions of success and accomplishment.
7
E
Expectations.
3
H
Having all the answers.
3
I1
Idealized image of what office should be.
4
I2
Illusion of conclusion.
2
O
Old definitions and assumptions about leadership & identity
7
S
Strategic plans.
5
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From Advocating to Attending
Question: What do you have to attend within your own interior and exterior lives in
order to lead from the true self?
A
Attempt to persuade/convince.
4
C
Clarity in communication.
3
D
Desires to “Escape”
3
F
Family
1
I
Interior emotional, relational, and spiritual needs.
7
M Movement of the Spirit.
3
P
Physical well-being.
2
S1 Spiritual disciplines of personal soul care.
5
S2 Step back. Differentiate.
7
T
Tendency to say “yes” too much.
2
V
Vocational calling.
3

From Striving to Surrendering
Question: What must be surrendered or yielded in order for a senior pastor of a large
congregation to lead from the true self?
A
Aspirations for success, prestige, accomplishment.
10
B
Being a decisive leader.
1
C
Control.
4
D1 Daily prayer of relinquishment.
3
D2 Desire for perfection.
1
E1 Ego
7
E2 Ego driven measures of success.
5
E3 Enslavement to worry.
3
E4 Esteemed image. Being loved/admired. Pedestal.
6
P1 Past hurts
2
P2 Personal will.
4
P3 Pleasing others. Need for approval.
3
S
Self-doubt.
3
V
Vocational status.
10
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From Deciding to Discerning
Question: What do you do to ensure your decision making is grounded in discernment
and authentic selfhood?
C
Create unhurried space for culture of discernment.
7
D
Discernment by community dialogue.
13
P
Pause the problem. Slow decision down. Pray.
4
S1 Seek guidance. Wise counsel. Spiritual Director. Professional Coach.
8
S2 Silence. Listening.
9
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APPENDIX E,3
CODED DATA TABLES
Rhythms and Rituals

Cultivating the True Self
Questions:

1. What do you do on a regular basis to cultivate or nurture your true self?
2. Are there particular spiritual disciplines you have found helpful in the
practice of your own personal soul-care?
3. Are there behaviors or practices in your daily life, which you have found
counterproductive, and therefore try to avoid?
B1
C1
C2
D1
E1
E2
M1
M2
O
P1
P2
R
S1
S2
S3
S4
S5
S6
T1
T2
W
Y

Bible Study
Confessing spiritual inadequacy, brokenness, imperfection.
Counselor/Therapist 1Xweek
Day off
Early morning disciplines
Escaping
Memorizing Scripture
Ministry Coach
One friend with no secrets for mutual accountability.
Physical Training/Exercise
Prayer
Reconnecting with Creation
Sermon prep discipline forces focus on authentic self
Silent Retreat
Simple, doable way of Life
Solitude
Spiritual Director 1Xweek
Surrender and Self-examination
The 12 Steps as spiritual practice
Trusted circle of friends, for accountability.
Weekly meeting with Rabbi (no competition)
Yielding to a way of life.

2
9
3
2
1
4
1
1
4
4
3
2
4
4
6
3
4
5
1
3
2
7
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Calendar Rhythms
Questions: Tell me about your calendar rhythms.

1. What does a typical day look like? How about a typical week?
2. Are there monthly, quarterly, or annual rhythms such as conferences,
retreats, or vacations that are significant for you?
A1
A2
D1
D2
E
F
G
J
O
P1
P2
R
S1
S2
S3
S4
S5
S6
U
V
W1
W2

Annual Preacher camp for peer community.
Attends service simply to be fed.
Deliberate plan for presence in office.
Depression, Emotional Well-being.
Early morning disciplines.
Finishing Sermon Prep Early
Reconnect with nature.
Journaling/Writing
Off day
Physical exercise. Gym. Bike. Walk.
Prayer.
Retreat for large church pastors 1 or 2 times per year.
Sabbatical
Silence.
Sleep/Rest
Solitude
Soul Care can get neglected.
Spiritual reading.
Utilizing Staff
Vacations
Weekly attentiveness to mind, heart, soul, body
Works every Saturday.

7
2
3
2
10
9
7
4
13
8
8
6
1
5
5
5
6
4
4
3
6
6

Ministry Staff
Question: Let’s talk about ministry staff. What are some things you do deliberately with
staff to ensure authentic selfhood in yourself and in them?
C
E
I
M
P
T

Creating time and space for staff soul care.
Emphasize excellence. Not perfection.
Involves team in discernment process.
Modeling authenticity, vulnerability, and risk.
Purposely playful, authentic, and fun.
Time and presence with staff.

7
4
4
11
5
5
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Boundaries
Questions:

1. How do you manage healthy boundaries between your personal life and your
very public identity?
2. Can you describe some boundaries you have set for yourself?
3. When are you most vulnerable to blurring those boundaries?
4. How do you know when the boundaries have been crossed?
C
F
G
L1
L2
N
P1
P2

Commitments to calendar days off and sabbatical.
Friend with no secrets.
Guard private home life.
Learning to say no.
Living above reproach.
No pretending.
Prone to blur when ambition to win or succeed drives.
Prone to blur when lonely for friends.

1
4
5
2
6
4
3
4

Public Persona
Questions: The very nature of your high profile, public persona can come with great
expectations from your congregation.

1. How do you manage your public persona, and the expectations that come
with it?
2. What are some specific ways you keep your public persona in check?
3. How does your existing staff structure and/or congregational system help or
hurt in managing this challenge?
D
F
L
M
R

Disappoints congregation. Desires more public figure.
Friends with no boundaries.
Limited social media.
Mistakenly accepting every invitation, to prove worth.
Refuse to hide emotions.

3
2
7
3
3
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APPENDIX F
Johns Creek Baptist Performance Review Form
Name:
Position:
Supervisor:
Date:
Staff Purpose Statement: We believe that Jesus Christ offers a way of life that is worth
living.
That life is characterized by peace, reconciliation, acts of mercy and compassion, purpose
and beauty.
We also believe that this life is available right here and right now.
As a ministry team, we exist to empower and equip people to pursue that life by:
Connecting for Community, Forming for Fruitfulness, and Mobilizing for Mission, in a
Shared Life of Authentic Worship. Everything we do serves this purpose.
Part One: Reflection
1. What would you consider to be your most notable “pride points?” In the past
year, what have you created or accomplished that has given you particular
satisfaction or a sense of pride? How does it relate to our purpose stated above?

2. What would you consider to be a particular obstacle or challenge as it relates to
the work for which you are responsible? What stands in the way of your pursuit
of excellence?

Part Two: Review of Position Specific Tasks per Published Job Description
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Part Three: Review of Professional Skills and Quality of Work
1
Does Not
Meet
Expectations
.
Performance
Improvement
Plan
Required

Professionalism
:
Initiative –
creates
opportunities for
improvement,
willingness to
rise to a
challenge or
accept added
responsibility
Adaptability –
bends to the
changing needs
of the
organization
“Customer”
Service – serves
the constituency
thoughtfully and
appropriately
Interaction /
Collaboration –
works well with
other staff
members
Accountability –
knows all aspects
of the job and

2
Sometimes
Meets
Expectations
. Possesses
the Skill but
Performance
Improvement
Plan Strongly
Suggested.

3
Meets
Expectations.
Annual Goals
Should Reflect
a Plan for
Improvement.

4
Meets or
Exceeds
Expectations
Routinely.

5
Nearly
Always
Exceeds
Expectations.
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accepts
responsibility for
outcomes
Work Quality
Communication
- communicates
clearly and
appropriately
Decision
Making – makes
decisions
appropriately,
fact based,
Problem
Solving –
exhibits ability to
think critically
and resolve
challenges
Organizational
Skills – exhibits
the ability to
keep track of
work
requirements,
project or task
demands
Prioritization of
Time /
Initiatives –
exhibits the
ability to keep
first things first,
executes /
delivers in a
timely manner
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Part Four: Annual Goals, Measurement Metrics, and Action Plans

Mid-Year Goal Check In Notes. Is progress being made? What evidence exists? Or,
what is the plan to progress toward goal achievement?

I have received a copy of this evaluation and agree that it accurately reflects my review.
Please sign and date below.
________________________________
Name:

____________________________
Date:

I have conducted the annual performance review and have given a copy of the review to
my supervisee.
________________________________
Supervisor:

____________________________
Date:

