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Welcome to BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS: Your Complete Guide to Leadership Training. You’ve purchased 
an innovative resource that will help you develop leaders who can think strategically and biblically about 
the church. Selected by the editors of Christianity Today, the material comes from respected thinkers and 
church leaders. 

“Practical Ministry Skills” is completely flexible and designed to be easy to use. Each theme focuses on a 

practical area of church ministry and comprises brief handouts on specific aspects of that ministry. The 

handouts give a succinct and practical overview of the issues most relevant to your goals. You may use them at 

the beginning of a meeting to help launch a discussion, or you may hand them out as brief primers for someone 

new to a particular ministry. 

This special theme on attracting visitors is designed to help you or those you lead move forward from a 

disappointment or failure in ministry. You may use it either for a training session or to give individually to 

people who may benefit. Simply print the handouts needed and use them as necessary. 

For stories of pastors who have learned the hard way how God can use a major leadership failure, see “Finding 

Hope in Failure” (pp. 3–4) and “From Pulpit to Pew” (pp. 9-10). For a meditation on the strength to be found 

in weakness, read Mandy Smith’s “Experts in Weakness” (pp. 11–12) and Anne Marie Miller’s “When to Be 

Vulnerable” (p. 17). And for wisdom on how to reach out to a friend or colleague who has experienced failure, 

read “When a Colleague Falls” (pp. 13–16). 

We hope you enjoy this theme as you seek to redeem your failures and experience the healing and 

transforming power of Christ’s love. 

 

Need more material, or something on a specific topic? See our website at www.BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 

 To contact the editors: 

  E-mail BCL@christianitytoday.com 

  Mail BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS, Christianity Today  

   465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188 

Leader’s Guide 

How to use “Practical Ministry Skills” by BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS. 
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My personality is much like Simon Peter’s: bold, driven, impetuous, with a must-be-right attitude and the need 

to win at all costs. This gradually eroded my relationship with my wife, Fay, and in 1970, all communication 

broke down. We couldn’t talk about anything without my having to prove she was wrong and I was right. 

Inevitably, she responded by withdrawing into silence. 

In desperation, we sought marriage counseling, where I began to discover something I had never understood: I 

behaved as I did to protect myself. I was most secure when I was competing and winning. I couldn’t admit I 

was scared, so I tried to win by intimidation 

The day this became clear to me, I had just returned from a week-long encounter group. I had listened to 15 

peers tell me day after day how they “experienced me” as a driving, smug, self-righteous person who always 

had to win. When I told this to Fay, she softened, put her arms around me, and said, “Honey, I’ve been trying 

to tell you for years.” 

That was the first time in a long time I felt acceptance from her. And it came when I was weak and vulnerable. 

Could it be that what I never would be able to achieve by force I could achieve in weakness? I knew at that 

moment it was so. 

My defenses began to crumble. I broke and sobbed as I faced the terrible reality that my encounter group and 

my wife were right. I didn’t change overnight, but I started to see I needed to stop trying to control others just 

so I could feel secure. 

Lessons about Ministry 

This new awareness explained something else, a problem that seemed beyond resolution. I was pastoring a 

church in turmoil. A powerful faction was determined to get rid of me. Because the majority of the 

congregation was behind me and had given me a vote of confidence, I continued to press on. 

For months the struggle continued. One night we were having yet another congregational meeting with the 

usual ugly scenes—a trustee exchanging heated words with a deacon, the moderator barely able to keep order. 

It suddenly dawned on me that I was still fighting. I still had to win. But here was a marvelous opportunity to 

do something about it. I could stop the bloodshed by resigning. So I did. 

Even then, my old behavior still hung on. My supporters and I left the church and established a new one. At 

first I felt good about it. But as time went by, I began to have reservations about what I had done. Even though 

these people probably would have left the church when I resigned, wasn’t I doing what I had always done? By 

starting a new church, wasn’t I still trying to win? 

These thoughts troubled me. Then I discovered those who remained at the church I left was smearing my name 

with rumors that my children had gotten in trouble with the law and that my wife and I were getting a divorce. 

I felt that as long as I stayed in town, the warfare would continue. 

I knew I was not ready to pastor another church. Yet, how would I support my family? 

An Emotional Journey 

A good friend in Washington, D.C., offered me a job at the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) as a 

maintenance man—actually, a glorified janitor. My job was to unstop toilets and fix leaky sinks and urinals. 

That work seemed suited for me at that time. Perhaps by trading the pastor’s scepter for a plumber’s friend, I 

might get my narcissism under control. 

My goods in the back of a U-Haul truck, I left California to drive cross-country. My wife and our boys in 

grade school stayed behind to finish the school year. Alone, I started my trip to a new life. 

As I drove, the tears flowed as a terrible sense of failure overwhelmed me. I had not made it in the pastorate! 

At one time my seminary professors had high hopes for me. What would they think now? Often my professors 

would warn us about the pitfalls of the ministry and illustrate their point by naming graduates who had 

dropped out of the ministry. The doleful commentary usually ended, “And now he’s selling insurance.” 

Finding Hope in Failure 

No matter how you’ve messed up, God isn’t done with you yet. 

Psalm 34:17-20 
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I thought, If selling insurance is the epitome of failure, what would they think of me? Not only had I failed in 

the pastorate, I also had committed the unpardonable sin of splitting a church. The next time the professors 

needed an illustration of failure, their commentary could end with, “And Bustanoby wound up as a janitor!” 

I was a wreck that first evening when I stopped in Arizona. I thought I’d be able to sleep, but I was tormented 

with regret. Maybe some wine will help, I thought. I bought a bottle at a nearby store and drank myself into 

oblivion. This was to become my routine for five days. I’d drive and cry all day, and drink myself into 

unconsciousness when I stopped at night. 

Though I was still hurting when I got to Washington, D.C., I was anxious to go to work. The only thing that 

sustained me in those difficult days was the conviction that God knew what he was doing, because I was sure 

making a mess of things. 

New Beginnings 

About four months after starting work at the SEC, I felt I needed some kind of ministry. I was not unhappy 

with my work, and the pay was better than I had ever received in the ministry. But I felt I needed more 

challenge. 

While in California, I had earned a master’s degree in marriage and family therapy, so I thought of establishing 

a counseling practice. After much prayer and deliberation with Fay, who by then had joined me, I began a 

practice in my home. I worked my maintenance job during the day and built my counseling practice in the 

evenings and on weekends. 

My clients were responsive and seemed to be helped, and the work was therapeutic for me. It was private work 

that enabled me to maintain obscurity, which helped develop new behavior. It also required that I listen, be 

empathetic, and care about the pain of others, something I lacked in the pastorate. As a pastor, I could be warm 

and empathetic with people who liked me and whom I liked, but it was a new experience to truly care about 

people I didn’t know, some of whom were positively unlovely. 

God blessed this new work, both in terms of those it helped and in terms of fulfillment and financial 

remuneration for me. In two years I was able to quit my maintenance job and devote all my energies to my 

practice. 

Now as I look back over many years of counseling practice and the personal growth I have experienced, I am 

amazed at what God has done. Success did not come through ruthless competition, insistence on being right, 

and winning at all costs. God has shown me the behavior I thought I needed for survival actually was getting in 

my way. It was getting in his way, too. 

Though I haven’t come to the place of relishing trial as “pure joy,” failure doesn’t hold the terror it once did. 

Indeed, God working through my failure to begin making me what he wants me to be is what gives me hope. 

God isn’t done with me yet. Nor is he finished making any of us all he wants us to be. But as we begin to 

experience the growth that comes from failure, he generates a hope that otherwise we never would have 

known. 

 

—ANDRÉ BUSTANOBY is a consultant in interpersonal relations to church and business; adapted from 

our sister publication Leadership Journal, © 1987, update 2014 Christianity Today. For more articles 

like this, visit www.LeadershipJournal.net.  

 

Discuss 
1. How have my responses to my failures been similar to those described here? What negative patterns 

have I, or others, seen in my behavior? 

2. What is my definition of success? How have my actions worked toward this goal? 

3. What scares me most about the idea of failure? 
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I’ve attended many pastors’ conferences—and seen hundreds of advertisements promoting others. All of these 

events were geared around a definition of success that assumed that “bigger” and “more” were a pastor’s goals. 

I pushed back from my desk after reading an ad for one such conference thinking, That’s a lot of pressure for a 

pastor. Furthermore, I wondered if the ad’s assumed definition of pastoral success was even accurate. 

So I posted an idea on my blog: What if there was a pastors’ conference devoted to ministry failure? What if 

we focused for a few days, not on ministry success, but on our failures? 

Such a conference, I imagined, would have to be completely different. Instead of featuring senior pastors of 

well-known megachurches, it would include ordinary pastors of smaller congregations who were attempting to 

faithfully follow Jesus in seemingly obscure places. 

What would it be like to share our failures, and then culminate the conference at the communion table? As we 

rallied around the broken body and spilled blood of Christ, remembering his “failures,” might we see ours 

differently? 

After the post went up, I started getting comments, emails, and phone calls within the hour. The overwhelming 

majority were positive: “If you do something like this, I'm in.” 

The idea struck a chord, which encouraged me—but at the same time, I felt unsettled. Why is a pastors’ 

conference on failure compelling to so many Christian leaders? 

From Idea to Reality 

I had no intention of actually doing a conference; it was just an idea. A few friends said that if I was serious 

about it, they would help plan the logistics. Several pastors (and former pastors) called to say they’d be willing 

to speak (at no cost) because they had been thinking about a similar idea for years. 

We decided to go for it. We believed that the pursuit of success—or at least the fear of failure—drives many 

pastors. I know it does me. Success is our Golden Calf, and we needed to call it out. 

So we hosted a two and a half day event, the “Epic Fail Pastors Conference,” to talk about the raw, terrifying, 

and gripping topic of failure. 

Our locale was fitting. Lansdale, Pennsylvania, is a gritty, blue-collar suburb north of Philadelphia. The space 

we rented was the upstairs portion of a dingy bar. The building itself had once been a church. The room—now 

a concert venue for weekend rock shows—was the old fellowship hall. We built a modest website to promote 

the event. Within a few weeks, 10,000 people visited the site. The idea was resonating with pastors. 

We had no published speaker list of influential pastors. No merchandise table. We weren’t using smoke 

machines, strobe lights, or Twitter hashtags. We had no honoraria to give to speakers (our “Experts on 

Failure”). We even had “required homework” for the attendees, asking them to read Henri Nouwen’s classic 

book In the Name of Jesus and meditate on 2 Corinthians 4. 

Instead of packing the schedule with back-to-back presentations, we decided to allow space for people to 

pause, process, and reflect on their failures and the meaning of pastoral identity. 

I was overcome with anxiety when we announced the conference publicly. Would anyone really come to such 

an event? What if thousands came? Would I be a hypocrite for running a “successful” conference under the 

banner of failure? 

Fraternity of Failures 

Much to my relief, pastors did show up: nearly 100 of them. And I realized that I needed this conference as 

much as everyone else. 

After welcoming everyone to the conference, I asked our courageous attendees a simple question: “Why are 

you here?” The reasons varied: 

“I’m scared to death of failure.” 

Epic Fail 

Only when we are honest about our failures can we move forward. 

Matthew 5:3 
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“My self-esteem is low and I need to be reminded that faithfulness is what I’m called to.” 

“I feel as though the expectation is so high for me in my church that if I failed I might be dismissed.” 

“I’m angry at God. Ministry hasn’t turned out like I expected.” 

“I am realizing that my identity and self-worth are tied directly to the amount of people who attend my 

church—and I need to change.” 

I asked one pastor, from Australia, why he would fly halfway around the world to attend a conference on 

failure. “I can’t find a place to talk truthfully about failure in ministry,” he said. “In fact, I feel like I can’t find 

it on my continent.” 

During the conference numerous people shared stories of failure. 

Mark, the youth pastor of a thriving ministry, felt God’s call to start a new congregation with his home 

church’s support. He resigned as youth pastor and launched into fundraising and team development. Only then 

did he begin to question if this was, in fact, God’s call on his life. His efforts weren’t paying off as expected. 

After several months of hard work, he and his wife were convinced that this wasn’t the calling God had for 

them. They couldn’t return to the church, as it had already hired a youth pastor to replace him. Senior 

leadership was deeply disappointed by his change of heart, and the situation became messy. He ended up 

stocking shelves at Target for two years to make ends meet. 

Steve, after a failed church plant in Dallas, wrote his D.Min. dissertation on “Amoral Ministry Failure.” He 

shared his research of interviews with hundreds of pastors whose ministries failed (though not for legal, 

ethical, or moral reasons). Many of these pastors were overcome with anger, depression, and loss. 

Albert, the lead pastor of an older African-American congregation in New Jersey, shared how he had worked 

hard in seminary for the past several years. He was slated to graduate from seminary in the spring, the same 

time that his church would likely have to shut its doors due to low attendance and low giving. 

The sessions led to the climax of the conference: our sharing of communion. Each table received a loaf of 

artisan bread, and bottles of wine and grape juice. Pastors were invited to reflect upon what they sensed the 

Lord was speaking to them during the conference. 

Each table shared the elements together, unrushed. There were tears and stories and prayers and confession and 

embraces. It was a freeing, healing, holy time. A few mentioned it was the most meaningful and transformative 

participation in communion they had ever experienced. 

Those two and a half days last April were sacred. They weren’t fancy or impressive. By most conference 

standards, it wasn’t perfect. Sessions started late, there was feedback in the microphone, and we ran out of 

coffee during breaks. We could even hear the toilets flush in the men’s restroom during sessions. 

And yet, our lives were significantly impacted by our experience. 

Unlearning “Success” 

The questionable paradigm of “success” is part of my own story. My first ministry experience out of college 

was leading a young adult ministry at a large church in Colorado Springs. After a few years, my wife and I 

moved to join the staff of a megachurch in the Philadelphia area. I started an alternative worship experience on 

Sunday nights and served as one of the teaching pastors. I had 3 books published before I turned 30. I had 

opportunities to speak at retreats and conferences. 

One Sunday a young couple stopped me between services. They smiled and said, “We love your teaching, and 

we know you are going to be the next Andy Stanley.” Initially I was flattered, but then I reflected: Is that 

where the bar is set to be a successful pastor? Is anything less than that a failure of my ministry? I can’t be 

Andy Stanley. Can’t I just be me? 

Soon after that, God called my family and a handful of friends to step out and plant a church. After four years 

of hard work, we have about 100 people actively involved. 

When we wear a facade of strength, we obscure people’s understanding of grace and repentance. Confession of 
our failure is the door to the Christian life. 

Occasionally I find myself comparing my previous ministry to my current one. I am grateful for the fruit that 

God is evidencing among us, and I am constantly reminded of the joy of obedience I experience in following 

that call to plant. But funds can be tight in a small church plant. My salary is significantly lower than before. 
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We have no large facility with cutting-edge equipment. In fact, we have no building at all; we rent the local 

Boys and Girls Club on Sundays. 

It used to be sound checks in front of an empty auditorium early Sunday mornings. Now I’m setting up chairs 

and turning on the coffee pot in the back of the gym. 

Some people have told me that I wasted an incredible opportunity by leaving the chance to teach regularly in 

front of a few thousand to go and pastor “just” 100 people. I’ve been accused of bad stewardship. 

The invitations to speak stopped coming (when was the last time you attended a conference where the speaker 

pastors a congregation of 100?). 

I love our church and I wouldn’t want to be any other place. I know in my head that these people are missing 

the point and their statements regarding my ministry are skewed. But occasionally I feel disappointed that I am 

in a seemingly “insignificant” ministry. It’s a small step from an “insignificant” ministry to believing that I’m 

an insignificant pastor. 

I need regular reminders of my call to faithfulness, not to success. How easily I forget what’s important. I still 

have some major unlearning to do about identity, results, and ministry. I am not defined by what I do, but by 

who I am. Or, more importantly, to whom I belong. 

Shedding Our Capes 

If the door to the Christian life is admitting failure through confession of sin, why is it so difficult for pastors to 

admit our own brokenness? We know—at least theologically—that we can fail and God still loves us. We’re 

sinners saved by grace, after all. The church is about second chances. We preach about it. We extend it. But at 

some point we wonder: Does that really apply to me? We wonder if failure will mean our ruin. 

As I was planning the conference, several pastors emailed me. They told me that they wanted to come, but if 

their elders found out that they were attending, they’d probably be fired. At the conference itself, two pastors 

admitted that they told their churches they were on “vacation.” There is a lot of fear involved with talking 

openly about ministry and failure. 

Yet we have no choice but to live and serve out of our brokenness, offering our true selves to the world. The 

Message puts the first line of the Beatitudes eloquently: “You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. 

With less of you there is more of God and his rule (Mt 5:3).” 

Unfortunately, most of us have failed to model grace and the gospel. We succumb to the common temptation 

of pastors: We’re professional Christians paid to love Jesus. How could we show our weaknesses? We’re 

tempted to hide our true selves. This destroys and enslaves us, as well as our congregations. When we wear a 

façade of strength, we obscure people’s understanding of grace and repentance. Confession (of our failure to 

live rightly before God) is the door to the Christian life. We need to shed our Superman capes. We must walk 

through this door. We cannot fly. 

Coming Clean 

But how do we create a culture of hope and grace, so that our communities can embrace failure appropriately? 

1. It starts with us. We have to model it. Eugene Peterson says that the pastor’s job is to help people pay 

attention to God and respond appropriately. We must pay attention to God’s heart and have the courage and 

humility to model the type of messy-yet-hopeful community we preach about. It’s only when we’re vulnerable 

that we grow. 

Our churches need to realize that we, too, are humans. They need to know that we need as much grace from 

Jesus as they do. And they need to realize it on a personal level, not merely on a theological one. Our failures, 

painful as they are, make us human. Failures can be sacred, formative, even healing for us when we return 

them to the cross. 

We must model confession, admitting when we’re wrong and showing our people we are not “Christian 

professionals” who have it all together. Confession releases something deep within our souls - for all of us. 

True and devastating failure happens for pastors, not when we forget we’re pastors, but when we forget we’re 

humans. 

2. We need to redefine our standards of success. For many it’s all about the “ABCs”: attendance, buildings, 

and cash. We must be very careful about such measurements, and the motives behind them. The “culture of 

success” in our churches, at times, is actually a temptation to idolatry. When we speak out against it, we help 

identify the counter-cultural call to take Jesus seriously in a world of golden calves. 
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3. We have to create space for people to tell their stories of failure. Scripture is full of failures, God using 

people despite their mistakes. If we pretend that everything is always fine, then grace remains theoretical rather 

than real. 

If we bank on success, do ministry in our own power, and keep risk to a minimum, ultimately there is no need 

for Christ to be tangibly present. And Christ is rarely where there is no need. 

Gospel Irony 

The gospel is ironic. When we are weak, Christ is most strong in us. When we rely on our strength and strive 

to be successful for impure motives, we dishonor the one we've been called to represent. 

Jean Vanier, founder of L’Arche Communities, where Henri Nouwen spent the most significant years of his 

ministry among the severely disabled, gave a fitting benediction at Nouwen’s ordination to the priesthood: 

May all your expectations be frustrated. 

May all your plans be thwarted. 

May all your desires be withered into nothingness 

That you may experience the powerlessness and poverty of a child and sing and dance in the love of God the 

Father, the Son and the Spirit. 

I have some bad news. We are failures. Epic failures. 

I have some good news, too. We are epic failures who are radically loved by God and, in his great compassion, 

he uses our weakness to bring his strength to all those other epic failures we are called to serve. That is good 

news indeed. 

  

—J.R. BRIGGS is cultural cultivator of The Renew Community in Lansdale, Pennsylvania; adapted from 

our sister publication Leadership Journal, © 2012 Christianity Today. For more articles like this, visit 

www.LeadershipJournal.net.  

 

Discuss 
1. Who can you talk to openly about your failures? 

2. Why is it important to be able to talk to others about your failures? 

3. What do you risk when you are open about your failures? How can you protect your ministry while 

still being open? 
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When I got home from a short-term mission trip to Africa, the board members of my church asked me to meet 

with them. They weren’t throwing me a “Welcome Home” party. Instead, they were throwing me out of the 

church. 

They made it clear that there was no moral failure on my part, nor did I lack competency or giftedness. It was 

an attitude issue. My dislike for the senior pastor’s decisions was well known across the staff. My attitude was 

toxic, and a reason for me to leave. I’ll admit that I didn’t care very much for the senior pastor’s leadership 

style. 

I guess John Maxwell is right. Attitude really is everything. 

Rough Transition 

In the months following my termination, I took my toxicity to the blogs, only worsening the relational oil spill. 

I see now that in the months following my firing I only proved what the pastor had been saying all along. I did 

have trouble with authority and an insistence upon doing things my way. 

I dug my own grave. I’m reminded of a quote that my mom posted on the wall when I was kid. It read, “It’s 

better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak up and remove all doubt.” 

I’ll be completely honest. The transition from the pulpit to the pew was rough, rough on my soul, rough on my 

ego, and rough on our finances. My salary package as a Pastor of Discipleship had been $78,000. At 29, I felt 

as if I had “made it” in ministry. I was preaching regularly at a church that was larger than average. My wife 

and I owned two homes in two different states. But all of those material things could never have prepared us 

for the season that would come to us next. In fact, looking back on my life now I think those things in my life 

made me just the opposite—comfortable and unprepared for the turmoil that was coming. 

There are many things that I learned through walking in this “land between.” Some of them were very 

practical. I learned them quickly. I learned that food stamps will pay for food but not for toiletries. I learned 

that you usually can’t collect unemployment from a church in Pennsylvania. I also learned that you can 

typically miss three mortgage payments in a row before the bank starts threatening foreclosure. Some of the 

other lessons were more abstract, and have taken the last couple of years to learn. 

For a year or two I didn’t really want much to do with the church. I felt hurt and wounded by people that I had 

trusted and admired. If “they” were the ones representing the church, then I didn’t want anything to do with it. 

Besides, showing up in church—even visiting other churches—was humiliating. It was only so long before the 

inevitable question would come up: “So what led you to visit us this morning?” The last thing I wanted to do 

was relive my painful experience over again on Sunday mornings. I felt like someone who is going through a 

divorce and opts out of going to their friend’s wedding because they just can’t deal with the pain. 

Knowing the Wounded 

I’ve met people over the years who once went to church, were wounded by it, and now refuse to go back. I 

often wondered, “Why can’t they just realize the church isn’t perfect … why can’t they just get over it and 

move on?” I know why now. I’ve found that there is no wound quite like being wounded by the church. And, 

if the church isn’t more proactive at draining the wounds of those she’s hurt, the infection will spread. Before 

you know it, you’ve lost a part of the Body. 

Fortunately for me, both my father and father-in-law are pastors—so my wife and I always have a church to 

return home to. But what do you do when your home church is the one that hurt you? During this time, 

Lifechurch.tv proved to be an oasis. I could sit at home with my wife and my kids and we could worship as a 

family and attend church “online” without having to face anyone or explain our journey. For the first time, I 

could identify with those who just want to sit in the back pew and be left alone. 

For years I thought my life was in the right order. You know: (1) God, (2) Ministry, (3) Family. But now I’ve 
learned how broken that order is. Once ministry was removed from that equation, my relationship with God 

seemed weak and feeble. For years I thought that my ministry was dependent on God. But this whole 

experience caused me to realize that my relationship with God was dependent on my ministry. 

From Pulpit to Pew 

God uses difficult situations to prepare us for something big. 

Lamentations 3:19-24 
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When you’re a pastor, it’s almost like you are a personal trainer at the gym—part of your job is staying in 

shape. But in the months following my firing, my veneer of spiritual strength was stripped away, just as 

completely as my pastoral title. I struggled to find a reason to do my devotions or spend time with God. After 

all, I wasn’t dependent on him to speak to me that week to craft a sermon message. I didn’t need him to 

remedy some thorn in the church’s flesh. I didn’t even need to petition him for an upcoming event to have a 

good turnout. I found myself scrambling to find a reason to spend time with God. 

I have had to find a quiet place (my office is gone), become disciplined to have a set time, and even find 

relevant and interesting devotional material (I no longer can rely on our church’s current sermon series to 

provide me devotional fodder). I wish now that I would have been more intentional as a pastor about making 

sure my devotional time didn’t rely so much on my ministry. Instead, my ministry should have relied on my 

devotional time. 

Something Big 

For months I struggled to find work. Even with a master’s degree I found out just how tough the job market 

really is. Finally I found a job. A friend of mine gave me a job at his utility company. My job? Digging 

ditches. I made about $15 an hour, with no health insurance and no benefits, digging ditches for high voltage 

cables and gas lines. I’ll never forget my first day on the new job, when one of the other employees asked me, 

“So, what were you in for?” 

For about a year, I worked for that company doing the back-breaking work that many people do every day, 

year after year. I remember thinking to myself one night after a long day of work, “No wonder no one wants to 

come to a 7:00 p.m. mid-week ministry meeting. I’m totally beat!” I heard the “f word” more times on my first 

day of work then I had heard in my four years of high school, and I learned what Steel Reserve is—it’s a malt 

beverage sought by many lonely men each night after work. It comes in a 20 oz. can—a cheap buzz for about 

$1.75. 

One day I was standing next to one of my construction co-workers and I asked him, “So, what do you think 

about the church and Jesus?” He replied, “I don’t think much about them and they don’t think much about 

me.” He spat on the ground and continued to work his chewing tobacco. I felt a kind of compassion for the 

man that I had never felt before. 

I used to think I had the pattern of my life figured out. I was a pastor’s kid. After that, Bible college, then a life 

in the ministry, climbing the church ladder, higher and higher. But it didn’t work out that way. Right after I’d 

been fired, I had a conversation with a professor I’d had in Bible college. I phoned him to let him know what 

had happened. “That’s great!” he said. I was taken aback. “What do you mean, that’s great?” “It sounds like 

God is getting ready to do something really big in your life.” 

Now I see that he was right. Something big was happening. God was taking me from the pulpit to the pew. 

And it’s where, at least for now, I need to be. 

 

—NATHAN KILGORE is a registrar at Fortis Institute in Baltimore, Maryland; adapted from our sister 

publication Leadership Journal, © 2013 Christianity Today. For more articles like this, visit 

www.LeadershipJournal.net.  

 
Discuss 
1. When have you been wounded by the church? How has this impacted your view of ministry? 

2. How can leaders support those who have been wounded by the church before? 

3. How does this attitude—that God can use your biggest failures to prepare you for something big—

translate into situations that don’t result in job loss? 
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The week I stepped into my new role as co-lead pastor, I attended a major convention for Christian leaders. I 

went with an open heart, hoping it would equip me for all that was ahead in my new ministry. It certainly did. 

But not in the way I expected. 

The more workshops I attended and bookstands I perused, the more strange I felt. Suddenly I was an artist at a 

business convention, an introvert at an extrovert’s gathering, a foreigner at an American event, a woman in a 

man’s world. Everything that was going on there was good and godly and helpful to many … but it was not 

much help to me. 

The programs and metrics didn’t resonate with me. The assumptions didn’t include me (statements like 

“leaders will be motivated by . . .” and “your church wants a man who . . .”) As far as I could tell, no one in 

this huge gathering of church leaders looked or sounded or thought like me. I hadn’t gone with a chip on my 

shoulder, expecting to be marginalized. In fact, it was my expectation to be welcomed and included. 

Disillusioned I fled to my hotel room, where I told God, “This job isn’t for me. I have nothing to give. You’ve 

made a mistake.” 

The realization was so disturbing to me—after years of education and prayer and preparation for this role—

that for the next 24 hours I couldn’t leave that little hotel room. It’s a blur to me now, but my memories of it 

include tears, retching, fitful sleep, and the kind of prayer that scrapes your insides on its way out. In the 

middle of my despair, God’s voice was, as usual, assuring but vague:  

“A broken and contrite spirit I will not despise … In your weakness I am strong.” 

And so, I began my new phase of leadership, not with assurances of my great ability but with a mental map of 

the cavernous emptiness within. 

And yet also a sense of God’s strength, enough for me to step uneasily into the work he set before me. In the 

process, I’ve learned how real strength from weakness can be.  

Strength from Weakness 

Being a woman can feel like weakness. Your body teaches you your limits. From the time you’re small, there 

is always someone bigger, with a stronger body and a deeper voice. And as you grow, you learn how little 

control you have over your own body, from a sometimes painful, often embarrassing inconvenience that will 

visit you every month to the strange season of having a person growing inside of you for 9 months. When the 

little bundle makes its appearance, your body goes from creator of life to sustainer of life. All kinds of new 

systems kick into gear. It’s a miraculous system but one completely beyond your control. As you go from 

mother to grandmother, your body begins to change again, throwing you into a state of confusion as the steady 

cycles you have grown accustomed to become syncopated and erratic and then finally stop altogether. 

Inhabiting this ever-changing form forces you to acknowledge (even celebrate) your limits and to sense your 

responsibility to and reliance upon the broader community. So if being a woman teaches humility and 

collaboration, isn’t it a strength to be a woman?  

Being an artist can feel like weakness, too. You are spurred on by an unending search for truth and beauty. 

You can have your breath stolen by the smallest, seemingly insignificant thing and be unfit for anything else 

but crying or singing or writing about it for the rest of the day. And once you’ve found that tiny sign of hope, 

you must make sense of it. And so you make things to process and express it, trying to capture all the feeling 

and meaning for others through the limited media of notes and words and paint. You step into a creative 

process which is sometimes cruel and raw, a little too close for comfort. Then, with shaking hands, you put 

that outpouring of your soul into a public form and hope that someone understands.  

 

So if creative people know how to find truth and beauty, even when it’s hidden in brokenness, if they’re 

comfortable with mystery, failure and vulnerability, isn’t it a strength to be an artist?  

Experts in Weakness 

I don’t fit the typical definition of a “strong” leader, and I’m glad. 

2 Corinthians 12:8-10 
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Being an outsider can feel like weakness. It means always having that vague sense that you didn’t get the 

inside joke. You feel like a child again as you have to learn things that are obvious and basic to everyone else. 

But over time you compensate. You learn not only to speak but to listen in other languages. You become self-

aware as those things which were once transparent about yourself (back when everyone around you was the 

same as you) are suddenly glaringly visible. For the first time you feel the weight of the lens of your own 

culture, your own assumptions, and eventually, you learn how to switch glasses. 

If outsiders know how to be flexible and self-aware, to communicate in a relevant way in many contexts, isn’t 

it a strength to be an outsider?  

Being an introvert can feel like weakness. Thinking of the perfect answer a day after the question makes you 

feel dumb, even though your belated but perfectly-worded response is more insightful than the one given by 

the quick-thinker in the room. Needing to recover from extended periods with people draws labels like “anti-

social,” even though you may have great social skills. Longing for depth and complexity and silence makes 

you feel like a precious egg-head in a world hungry for sound bites and noise. 

If introverts know how to listen, and are unafraid of silence, depth, and authenticity, isn’t it a strength to be an 

introvert?  

Pastoring from a Strange Place 

This spring, after a year of learning what it means to pastor from this strange place, I attended a different 

pastors’ conference. I was inspired to hear every speaker calling for new kinds of leadership, describing a 

church in need of leaders who are vulnerable and humble, sensitive and collaborative, creative and diverse. 

After the sessions, as I listened to conversations around me, I experienced something new. For the first time, I 

heard my friends—the men, the business-minded, the insiders and the extroverts—expressing the same lack 

that I had once felt, with phrases like “How can we do this?” and “We’ll have to rethink everything!” I wanted 

to stand on my chair and declare, “It’s okay! God has provided experts in weakness! We’re the slightly odd 

ones in every congregation and we have been put here for such a time as this!” 

Of course we need men and business thinkers and insiders and extroverts but some of us will never fit their 

familiar models of leadership and only feel silly for trying. At a time when the church is forced, by this 

dizzying culture, to rethink who we are and how we accomplish our mission, isn’t it imperative that we invite 

new voices into the mix? If women, artists, outsiders and introverts can name their own leadership strengths 

(which may, at first, feel like weaknesses) and join with existing leaders, the church can express greater depths 

of humility, sensitivity, collaboration and creativity.  

And we can go back to being known as the people who trust in God’s strength and not our own.  

 

—MANDY SMITH is lead pastor at University Christian Church in Cincinnati, Ohio; adapted from our sister 

publication Leadership Journal, © 2014 Christianity Today. For more articles like this, visit 

www.LeadershipJournal.net.   

 

Discuss 
1. What are your weaknesses? How have you thought of them, or allowed them to become, limitations 

to your ministry? 

2. How can you help other leaders see their perceived weaknesses as ministry opportunities? 

3. How can you invite diverse voices into the mix? 
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The first inkling of trouble came when my neighbor strolled over on a Saturday night. “I thought you’d want to 

know,” he said. “There’s going to be a big announcement in our church tomorrow. It doesn’t sound good. 

Either it is about your friend Bill, or he will have to deal with it.”  

My neighbor knew that Bill was in my pastors’ small group.  

The next day Bill announced that he had gotten tangled in internet gambling and wrongfully took funds under 

his control from the church to pay his debts. His ministry there was over.  

I knew I had to call him, but I was desperate to avoid it. As a boy in a Red Cross lifesaving class, I’d learned 

how dangerous a drowning man can be to the well-meaning rescuer. I feared that this would be like that, that 

I’d be pulled into the desperate clutches of this crisis and get hurt. I’m not made of particularly tough stuff for 

emotional trauma. 

But then I remembered that I’d been in this situation before. That time I hadn’t called and I was still ashamed 

of myself for it. So I found a quiet place, took a few deep breaths, and dialed Bill’s number.  

No Well-Worn Path 

There’s a kinship among pastors and other full-time ministry workers. We live with the same standards of 

holiness that God requires of all believers, but for us the stakes of failure are higher and more dramatic. It can 

cost you your job, your church, your home. More people get hurt. A whole church will stagger like a man 

mugged and bleeding.  

One friend called it “the blast zone.” And our career—our God-given calling—is probably over. We don’t talk 

about this much, but we all know.  

Then one day we hear that an old seminary friend, or a pastor across town, or someone we got to know on a 

board or at a conference crashed and burned. News like that isn’t just tragic. It feels too close to home.  

When a ministry friend falls, we’re in a relational no-man’s-land. We may not be privy to the facts. We might 

not know if our friendship is deep enough to get involved; if our call would be welcome or an intrusion. Plus, 

if we take the process of church discipline seriously, it’s hard to know where we fit when we are not actually 

part of our friend’s church.  

The Best Thing That Has Happened 

Years ago I was at a conference and picked up the buzz: “Did you hear what happened?” A man involved in a 

well-known Christian ministry had confessed to an affair and been removed from his position. The news was 

spreading fast.  

What the guys at the conference didn’t know was that “Don” and his wife were old friends of my wife and 

mine. We had attended the same church previously and spent many Sunday evenings together. We weren’t as 

close as we’d once been, but still … he was my friend. So was his wife.  

I need to call him, I thought, but I wasn’t sure. We weren’t that close, and he had lots of friends and had a 

higher station in life than me as I saw it. Plus, I’d always been a little intimidated by him. It took me a few 

weeks to screw up my courage to call.  

“Hi. This is Lee,” I began. The conversation was stilted and brief. He said he was in the middle of 

wallpapering and it wasn’t a good time to talk. It seemed like maybe no time would be a good time to talk. So I 

never called back.  

A few years later, we were visiting his ex-wife and she asked, “Are you going to see Don while you’re here?” I 

was taken aback. “I think you should,” she said. I wasn’t so sure. We went with her to church the next morning 

and of all the texts a man could preach on, her pastor preached about the prodigal son’s elder brother.  I took 

the point. 

I wasn’t really like the elder brother in Luke 15, but I might have been his cousin. I didn’t want to be soft on 

sin or let friendship discolor righteousness. I remember being confused with the church discipline question. 

When a Colleague Falls 

What is your role as a friend and co-laborer? 

Jude 24-25 
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Was Don under some kind of discipline? (I didn’t know.) Was it okay to talk to him if he was? Was church 

discipline even relevant to our relationship? I didn’t know if my concern was me being judgmental or just 

being conscientious? But the sermon I’d heard was a turning point.  

I called him. 

We got together that evening over dinner and caught up the way old friends do. We got to know his new wife. 

We joked and told stories. We didn’t talk about what had happened. When we were leaving, he and I had a 

moment together alone. That’s when he said, “This is the best thing that’s happened to me this year.” I was 

stunned.  

As our friendship rekindled, I learned more. He told me of his spiritual ambivalence, of a few men who had 

come around him, and that his church had removed him when he would not return to his wife.  He told me 

recently, “There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about the damage I did, the changes that occurred in 

my life, and the things that would be different if I could go back and unravel what I did. Every day!” 

I told him about how hard it was to make that first phone call and how badly I felt that I hadn’t called again. 

He said, “The fact that you called was perfect because very, very few did. I was much more confused than you 

were at the time. I was just desperately trying to move to the next day. I was not in the let’s-fix-it mode. I was 

in the let’s-sort-it-out mode.” 

He said, “It means infinitely more now to have the friendship grow because I’m totally in a different place.” 

He went on, “I’ve made efforts to renew two or three friendships, and I think I can only identify two other 

people that I regularly get together with who make the effort to get in touch with me. I think a lot of people 

struggle with what to say and how to say it.”  

When I asked what he’d tell others in my shoes, he said, “Be available.”  

What About Bill? 

That experience was on my mind when I debated whether to call my pastor friend Bill. I have to do it right this 

time, I thought. I called, and soon we were sitting together in my office.  

He remembers now, “I felt like I was drowning. Almost everything linked to my identity was gone. I was 

looking for some air to breathe. I knew I was totally responsible. I was very aware of my need to be 

forthright.” 

Of that first meeting, he said, “You were one of the first people I told my story to. I sensed you wouldn’t throw 

your hands up in horror. When we talked, you didn’t interrupt. You asked questions about how I was doing as 

a person and about our family.” 

I remember that we talked about his future as a pastor. He and I both assumed there wouldn’t be one. I told 

him, “If you are ever to be in ministry again, God will have to give you a new call. Your original call to the 

ministry is over.” He agreed. He knew he had forfeited that privilege. 

When I first heard about Bill, I asked God to help me make some sense of what had happened. One thing that 

stood out to me was that God had arrested Bill before he passed a point of no return. Some people walk so far 

from God in their sin that they never come back. By the mercies of God, Bill was not among them.  

Grace in the Air 

You might think that once the sin comes out, the danger is over. The wound has been lanced. Not so. In realty, 

that is when Satan amplifies his crushing accusations.  

What’s more, while sorrow and confession may come quickly, repentance is much harder to gauge. The thing 

is, you can’t tell about repentance at first. No one, not even the offender, may be able to discern what is 

happening in their soul. Repentance can’t always be fast-tracked. The toxic clouds of shock and shame don’t 

dissipate quickly. The redirection of a life takes time to discern.  

Ministry people who sin greatly stand weak-kneed before Jesus’ words: “From everyone who has been given 

much , much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be 

asked” (Luke 12:48). We can feel as if others, who have not handled such holy things as we have, may be 
given latitude in their sin, but not us. Surely, not us. That heightened accountability is a burden teachers and 

elders feel (James 3:1).  

Believing that God demands more may mean your fallen friend isn’t so much in need of repentance as care. 

My friend Bill was deeply remorseful. But receiving a full dose of grace takes time. 
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Psalm 103 says, “Forget not all the Lord’s benefits.” The first benefit, “He forgives all your sins,” might be 

believable to a fallen pastor who has preached the gospel for years, but it may be too big a stretch for him to 

believe that any other benefits will come his way.  

To someone deep in guilt, it doesn’t even seem right that God would ever heal all his soul’s self-inflicted 

diseases or redeem his life from the pit he dug for himself. And it seems impossible to believe that there would 

ever be a bright and cloudless day this side of heaven when God would crown him with love and compassion.  

A prodigal who has been a pastor may find it as preposterous as the Pharisees did that Jesus would ever again 

dine, let alone feast, with the likes of him.  

Grace heals broken people, including broken pastors. The potent, anti-viral grace of the Lord Jesus Christ can 

best be delivered through grace-bearing friends. When our fallen friend sits with us, it is like grace if we 

simply show concern, even if we say nothing. Maybe especially if we say nothing.  

If we will sit and listen and speak hope at the Spirit’s prompting, it is easier for them to believe that Jesus will 

meet with them, too.  

Restoration Service 

In the summer of 1988, I heard a recording of a widely discussed “Service of Restoration” for a fallen ministry 

leader. I hadn’t thought about that word—restoration—till I listened to that remarkable service. I never forgot 

it. 

My friend Bill entered into a process aimed at restoration. Not restoration to the ministry. Simply restoration to 

fellowship and the trust of the church. I was on the periphery of that process. At its heart was counseling, the 

forgiveness of his family, the wise and faithful love of a remarkable small group, and the regular attention of a 

tough-minded and graceful professor and his wife.   

A friend who observed the process told me, “Bill was the poster boy of responsiveness—humble, gentle, and 

thorough.”  

One day when I was visiting with the pastor of Bill’s former church, I remembered the taped Service of 

Restoration I had heard so long ago. Bill was no longer part of that congregation, but I asked the pastor what 

he thought about inviting Bill back for a restoration service.  

“I have been thinking about the same thing,” he said. And so on a wintry Sunday evening four and half years 

after this all started, I sat teary-eyed as Bill was restored. The line of people who wanted to affirm Bill and his 

wife afterward was so long that they never did make it down for the cake and punch in the fellowship hall.  

Some months later, the pastor in the church Bill and his wife had begun attending asked if he’d fill the pulpit 

one upcoming Sunday. Bill was very reluctant. He talked to his support group and other friends, including me. 

Finally he agreed with this condition: “Only if I can tell my story.” He didn’t want people to think he was 

sweeping his sin under the carpet.  

So he laid it all out using Scripture in a sermon called, “A Fall into Grace.” He was asked to preach there 

again. Some months later the church asked if Bill would fill in as an interim while they searched for an 

associate pastor. Then one day they asked Bill if he would consider the position permanently. It was not an 

easy decision for him. We had to persuade him to take it. 

During all this time, Bill had not only been accountable to his small group and others around him but also to 

the denominational process. When this invitation to return to the ministry arose, he would not consider it 

without their blessing, which they gave. He became the associate pastor, and a couple years later when the 

senior pastor left, he accepted the church’s call to shepherd that flock.  

When I visited Bill in his office not long ago, I noticed his black-framed ordination certificate standing on a 

shelf. I knew Bill had been required to surrender that certificate back to the denomination all those years ago. I 

pointed at it and said, “I bet that’s pretty special to you now.”  

He told me that when his small group learned that he had been invited to become associate pastor and that the 

denomination had given him permission; they arranged to get the certificate back. One night at their small 

group meeting they surprised Bill with it. They had framed it beautifully. Bill was stunned and wept.  

“The first time I was ordained, I felt like I had earned it,” he said. “I had gone through the hoops. I had the 

right doctrine, the right examination, the right schooling. This,” he said, pointing to the certificate, “is because 

of grace now. It’s just grace.” 
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Be There 

Stories don’t always turn out this beautifully, of course, but that part is out of our hands.  What is in our hands 

is the Bible’s instruction. 

“Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit should restore that person 

gently. But watch yourselves, or you also may be tempted” (Gal. 1:6). 

“To him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you before his glorious presence without 

fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus 

Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen” (Jude 24, 25). 

After his fall from the ministry, Bill got an encouraging letter from a pastor who had walked with others 

through such experiences: “You will find the people you thought would be there for you won’t be, and you’ll 

find that people who you never thought would be there for you will be.”  

Bill told me, “That is so true!”  

From that I take heed: If a terrible thing happens and a fellow pastor falls, be there! 

 

—LEE ECLOV is pastor of Village Church of Lincolnshire, Illinois; adapted from our sister publication 

Leadership Journal, © 2014 Christianity Today. For more articles like this, visit www.LeadershipJournal.net.  

 

Discuss 
1. What has kept you from reaching out to friends or ministry colleagues who have fallen? Are these good 

reasons? 

2. How have people meaningfully reached out to you in the past? 

3. When have you seen restoration modeled well in a church context? 
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Behind the veneer of spiritual leadership, some of us carry deep struggles or dark secrets: pain from past abuse, 

guilt over sin, or a sense of spiritual failure. Should we tell others about our struggles? If so, how? 

It can be difficult to know when we should share our struggles, sins, and failures in a public forum. There 

definitely is a time and place to talk about areas of brokenness in our lives, but it’s not up to us to initiate. On 

the journey of transformation, God is the one who will prompt us and reveal to us when we should share with 

others what’s been going on in our lives. It’s our job to listen…and be obedient. 

When God prompts us to go public, it’s important to think about how to best communicate our story. When the 

focus is entirely on failure, it ends up being a story that can sensationalize sin. Instead, when we share, it’s 

vital we focus on God’s redeeming narrative, emphasizing what he has done and is doing in our lives. 

Choosing to be vulnerable certainly means sharing our brokenness, but it also ought to always include 

communicating how God is restoring us. It is God’s work—not the sin or failure we divulge—that truly 

inspires and encourages people. When our focus is on God’s work, our story transforms from a confession of 

brokenness into a testimony of restoration. 

One important principle to keep in mind is that we ought to keep some struggles private—only sharing them 

with close friends, a counselor, or mentors—until we’ve returned to a point of spiritual health and restoration. 

For example, in my late teens and early twenties, I struggled with a looking at porn and unhealthy 

relationships. It wasn’t until three years after I’d recovered from that struggle that I shared about it in a public 

setting. I wrote an article for a magazine from a women’s perspective; pointing out that sexual struggles are not 

just a “male problem”—women have many of the same temptations. I described what God has taught me 

through my past and explained what I do now in order to stay healthy. 

Sharing about this part of my past publicly was healing for me, but a lot of other people also found hope in my 

story. She got through it so I can do this too, they think. It’s something I like to call The Gift of Going Second. 

Confessing something first is always difficult, but in doing so, you’re letting others know they’re not alone and 

you give them the gift of following suit. 

Ultimately it comes down to the motivation of your heart. If you desire to help people by sharing about 

personal demons, I definitely encourage you to do that. Just be prepared: As soon as you are vulnerable, you 

will also be criticized. As much as I would love to say that the church is the safest place in the world for people 

to confess their sins and failings, the reality is that inevitably there will be people who will judge you. So if 

you’re going to open up publicly about something difficult, prepare yourself: Surround yourself with truth and 

supportive friends. Being obedient regardless of the outcome is what’s important. 

If God is prompting you to go public with a hidden pain or struggle, don’t let fear stop you. Fear wants to keep 

the bad things hidden; fear wants you to live a life full of secret shame, lacking purpose, lacking holiness, and 

lacking purity. But that’s not what God intended for you! It feels scary, but it’s worth it to tell your story. The 

feelings of fear won’t go away, but you can act courageously despite the fear. The world really needs you to. 

 —ANNE MARIE MILLER is author of Mad Church Disease: Healing from Church Burnout (Zondervan, 2010) 

and Beating Burnout: A 30 Day Guide to Hope and Health (Bowker, 2014); excerpted from our sister 

publication GiftedforLeadership.com, © 2012 Christianity Today. For more articles like this, visit 

www.GiftedforLeadership.com.  

Discuss 
1. How can you discern which struggles to keep private and which to share? 

2. What structures do you have in place, or could you put in place, to help discern? 

3. How can you protect yourself from criticism when you do share difficult truths? 

 

When to be Vulnerable 

God can use your brokenness to help others. 

2 Timothy 1:7 
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BuildingChurchLeaders.com. Leadership training resources from Christianity Today. 

 

• “Setting Expectations” Practical Ministry Skills 

• “Fear of Failure” Training Theme 

• “Redefining Success” Training Theme 

• “How to Recover from Ministry Failure” Women Leaders 

LeadershipJournal.net. This website offers practical advice and articles for church leaders. 

 

Fail: Finding Hope and Grace in the Midst of Ministry Failure by J.R. Briggs. With candid 

vulnerability, Briggs explores the landscape of failure, how it devastates us and how it transforms us. 

Without offering pat answers or quick fixes, he challenges our cultural expectations of success and gives 

us permission to grieve our losses.  (InterVarsity Press, 2014; ISBN 978-0830841113) 

Failing Forward: Turning Mistakes into Stepping Stones for Success by John C. Maxwell. In this 

book, Maxwell suggests that what distinguishes successful and unsuccessful people is the way in which they 

respond to failure. (Thomas Nelson, 2007; ISBN 978-0785288572) 

Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome by Kent and Barbara Hughes. Pastor Hughes and his 

wife, Barbara, share examples—and biblical support—to suggest that success should be measured by service 

and faithfulness. (Crossway, 2008; ISBN 978-1581349740) 

 

Further Exploration 

Resources for redeeming your failures. 


