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Chapter 7
Peremptory Authority  

"Systems succeed because they cherish their members and speak the truth.  Systems fail because they exploit their members and practice concealment and deceit."  (The Institute for Servant Leadership

"Some bear fruits of stagnation(apathy, indifference and the perfunctory discharge of duties or neglecting them altogether."1  (Craig A. Satterlee, assistant professor of homiletics at the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago. 

We know that all manner of love and goodness flourish within congregations guided by the Holy Spirit.  God strengthens and encourages us at all times in fervent love for one another and in Christian service.  Yet, without exception, we fail to live the life Christ sets before us.  We are sinful unto ourselves and towards one another.  Even within the congregation family we are weak and selfish, never fully trusting our fellow members.  We depend on ourselves rather than seeking God's help.  We may even interfere, obscure, and block what we do not understand or personally favor.  For all of us then, some harsh words are necessary to guide us in straight paths. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.  (Proverbs 3:6) 

It is far easier to develop a sense of equality and respect between individuals on a personal one-to-one basis than within the community at large.  Thus while we may convince some members of the value of servant leadership, it is far more difficult to advance the theory against the usually strong inertia and resistance of the congregation as a whole.  The corporate structure may be likened to a suffocating molasses.  When too powerful, it dominates rather than liberates, contains rather than inspires, rejects rather than enrolls. 

The purpose of this chapter is to warn congregations of the dangers from within that interfere or preempt the democratic and servant-led process, and suggest means whereby the offending parties may be admonished so as to constructively repair and buildup as supportive participants.  Knowledge of such infractions also helps us better understand the basic nature of servant leadership as an opposing force.

We must all, especially leaders, heed the words from Paul to Timothy, Hold the standard of sound teaching that you have heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.  Guard the good treasure entrusted to you, with the help of the Holy Spirit living in us.  (2 Timothy 1:13-14)  …be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. (2 Timothy 2:1) So we must all be strong in guarding "the good treasure" of discipleship given us by Christ, letting no barrier arise that bars or restricts our Christian growth.  This chapter responds by directing attention to the negative ways in which congregations and individuals may discourage and prevent servant leadership from within, and suggests constructive responses.  However, we must always keep foremost in mind that Christ is at the heart of every person ever created.  Christ within us is a uniting presence, a countervailing force breaking down the walls of enmity and hostility and fostering reconciliation.   

Some readers will not like this book and this chapter in particular.  The harshest critics of servant leadership are generally those in power.  The admonitions become too personal.  Church leaders typically enjoy their authority and are proud of their service.  This is natural and good if self- contained.  It is always pleasing to serve God, but only as humble servants doing what the master has commanded.  "…when you have done all you have been told to do, say, 'We are ordinary servants, we have only done our duty.'" (Luke 17:10)  We are servants first, leaders second, and then only as servant leaders.  The authority exercised is from God thereby defining our stewardship as a gift of discipleship. 

        Nature of transgressions.  The transgressions addressed here are not deliberate, intentional disobedience to God's will.  For as Christian congregations, the body of Christ, we are sacred, loved and cared for by our heavenly Father who protects us from all evil.  The sins that slip by, if they may be so labeled, are typically of a more hidden nature, often so mundane and prevalent as to be commonly tolerated, even accepted as part and parcel of church business as usual.  For example, imputing unimportance because of limited popular support, sidestepping the real issue, and repeated delays, all seemingly reasonable yet devious responses.  

The apparently benign nature involved makes identification and rooting out such transgressions all the more difficult.  We are focused on subtle, illusive, concealed, even disguised shortcomings arising from human frailties.  Although harmful, the actions are seldom malicious, more often self-serving.  Any pain inflicted is usually borne stoically in private by the offended party.  Thus seemingly minor and evasive, the infractions involved are made palatable by a mistakenly tolerant membership.  This very latitude, however, makes the task of correction all the more difficult, requiring courage to step forward against the majority's acceptance. 

Modest as they may appear, the obstacles addressed here are, in fact, insidious, and over time are effective against servant leadership and all forms of democracy, always a fragile structure.  Thus they must be addressed.  It doesn't take much counterbalancing to tip the scales in favor of autocracy.  This chapter, unpleasant as it may be to some, is thus essential to encourage a supportive rather than hostile environment that nurtures rather than impedes the introduction of servant leadership.  We have no excuse for not perfecting our receptivity in this manner. 
Special word about the interface with pastors.   Our pastors are usually a congregation's only full-time professional church leader.  By training and sense of personal responsibility some may be as inclined to manage as guide.  And the respect they deserve may inadvertently foster this extended role.  We argue here, and again in Chapter 10, that the pastor's principal managerial responsibility is to train and guide the congregation in self-governance.  "Taking charge," other than in the most exceptional instances, should be avoided, however compelling the immediate reasons.  We admonish pastors therefore to be alert to excessive intervention, always encouraging and expanding lay leadership; to, in effect, "work themselves out" of church management.  Pastors who insist on being chief executives are among servant leadership's toughest barriers. 
Forms of Management
 
There is a wide range in the manner in which organizations can and should be directed, dependent primarily on the degree of centralized authority required, the importance and speed of decisions, and the necessary qualifications of leaders.

An exceptional level of centralized authority is required when:
(1) decisions are critical and difficult and must be made quickly and authoritatively; plans must be as free of error as possible; coordination is essential.

(2)  the leader must be exceptionally well qualified and specially trained, while the rank-and-file may be strictly nescient followers. 

(3)  few alternatives are possible, dictating a single one-time solution to most problems.

(4)  operations are primarily impersonal and mechanical in nature.  

An exceptional level of democratic latitude is possible and desirable when: 
(1)  operations consist of a number of relatively stable, independent, and simple elements requiring minimal management and coordination; operations are flexible with considerable latitude for creativity, autonomy, and error, and can be pursued at a relatively leisurely pace.

(2) leadership opportunities abound with minimal skill and training requirements; individual growth is paramount; rank-and-file are diversely qualified. 

(3)  compromise and trial-and-error are real alternatives in problem solving.

(4)  operations deal primarily with people and their social, economic, and physical needs. 
The military is a good example of conditions favoring centralized authority.  Combat decisions are urgent matters of life and death with no luxury for discussion; soldiers must be ordered into battle; senior officers are highly trained and experienced; compromise opportunities are rare; and key factors are non-personal (terrain; weather; enemy position, strength and arms; etc.).  At the other extreme are church congregations where all members are considered equal and precious in God's sight; decisions involve fairly routine matters that can be pursued at a relatively leisurely pace; leaders are selected as much by their willingness to serve as qualifications; and the viewpoint of minorities is seriously considered with compromise an often workable solution. 
Thus we may conclude that the activities of church congregations are likely the most attractive grounds for servant leadership among all organized human endeavors.   Christ is the ultimate servant leader.  We endeavor only to follow in his footsteps. 

Peremptory Leaders, Indifferent Followers 
Overly self-assured leaders and apathetic followers are an unfortunate combination that can lead to authoritative rule limiting congregational growth.  Servant leaders, on the other hand, continuously encourage followers, promoting involvement and stimulating development. How we combat one and foster the other is introduced at the end of this chapter, and is, of course, the subject of the entire book.  Initially, however, we need to understand the nature of the foe itself.  What are the personal traits and organizational structures that lead to and maintain peremptory or assertive authority?  We address four:  (1) the mindset of insistent leaders, (2) the disposition of subservient followers, (3) social mores discouraging democracy, and (4) abuses of power. 

Faults of Leaders 
Leadership, by its very nature of directing others, tends to cultivate personal ego and its attendant negative traits.

( Virtues of Rank 

Positions of authority tend to prompt, in those so susceptible, a certain degree of arrogance and self-assumed importance.  Officials that know better are gripped by hubris. The opinions of subordinates and outsiders are not taken seriously or simply ignored.  Even pastors are susceptible, most commonly in not recognizing the professionalism of members.  This vanity distorts self-perception. More destructive are its consequences on others. Aloofness and superiority destroy trust and confidence.  The servant leader, in contrast, parks his or her ego at the door and soon forgets its very existence in the common effort.  The fact that God, the supreme authority, is always open to all our thoughts and prayers, shows the absurdity of imposed human barriers. 

( Self Reliance 
Authoritative leaders often adopt a secretive, insular posture, relying more on their own intellect and abilities than those of subordinates and sometimes even God. There is little soul-searching; a tendency not to hear anything that suggests one might be off course.  Prayer and Bible reading are left to others.  They appear to not understand how little they know.  Such leaders act as if they are on intimate terms with certainty.  They control meetings by being so forceful that everyone else backs down.  They are myopic, doing little homework and ignoring advice.  Decisions are made on personal preference rather than factual analysis. They don't take dissent seriously. Their rationale often is the perceived need to get the job done correctly and in a hurry.  In reality they are more motivated by impatience and self-rewards than effectiveness.  Plus they find that control is far easier (and self-serving) than democracy. 

( Self Protection 
The mind of the autocratic leader is invariably defensive, resentful of the critic too often right.2 Dominating leaders fear unfettered access for it increases the risk disclosure and all manner of possible negative consequences.  "The less light shed on our performance the better."  They seek safety in the crowd while fearing the individuals that compose it.  Congregations can be controlled, individual members cannot.  To this end they employ all sorts of protective measures(isolation, evasion, secretiveness, and an apparent loss of hearing for all but the most comfortable inputs.  Defensive leaders like consistency that avoids any need for accommodation or personal sacrifice. Yet all organizations must change to grow and all leadership must be challenged to govern well.  Be warned.  Retreat from those who fear change and are averse to dissent for they cast a shadow over progress, their only goal being that of preservation. 

Weaknesses of Followers 
It is not just the faults of leaders that hold back congregations.  Members themselves who consciously tolerate such leadership and fail at the rank-and-file level must share the blame. 

(  Subservience 
Obeying authority is an essential obligation of responsible citizenship.  In fact, obedience is so ingrained from childhood that it remains largely unquestioned in later life.  Most adults find it difficult to challenge any form of authority, actual or perceived.  Church hierarchy especially engenders fidelity.  Of course we owe the utmost respect to governing authorities.  But devotion and caring are not the same as subservience.  Dogmatic, unquestioning adherence to authority is what must be avoided.  "Go-along-to-get-a-long" is not a rule for productive involvement.  It is the antithesis.  Holding one's views in check is tantamount to a betrayal of our gifts.  We are obligated as Christians to always do our very best, unrestrained, regardless of difficulties. 

Authoritative leaders know well the advantage of a submissive congregation, faithful to the organization.  Such leaders espouse the creed "My church, right or wrong."  They challenge, "Who are you to question church policy?"  And a submissive membership, overly guided by allegiance, dutifully agrees, thereby vanquishing all opportunity for correction and creativity. 
(  Over Sensitivity 
Inter-personal relations among friends and neighbors are usually more stable and temperate than within congregations where deeply held beliefs may quickly engender hurt feelings, and, too frequently, retaliatory flare-ups.  Leaders must be aware of what others hold dear, but not to the point of capitulation.  When issues become too personal, the alert leader backs off, allowing time for objective rephrasing.  But there must be balance.  Catering too often to the sensitivities of a small minority can be detrimental to the majority.  We talk of the role of compromise in such situations in Chapter 12.

( Irresponsibility 
Too many congregational members are indifferent to the vitality of the church, always relying on others to serve and lead.  Laziness, procrastination, neglect, however labeled, prompts too many individuals too often to take refuge in the status quo and proven few.  "We've always relied on these people and they do a good job."  Negligent congregations inadvertently allow authority to gradually shift to a responsible few, as much by default as by intent.  It becomes a vicious cycle.  The more power is concentrated, the less involved dependent members become, shifting the balance even more.  Irresponsibility is thus a most corrosive, destructive element.  Fortunately, servant leadership has at its very heart the intent to invest everyone as leaders thereby effectively countering congregational detachment. 

Destructive Social Mores 
 We have described the faults of leaders and the weaknesses of followers.  Now we add the actions of groups destructive to others.  What makes this foe especially formidable is its cloak of apparent general acceptance, forcing tolerance by individuals fearful of ostracism.  

( Discrimination 
Discrimination within congregations is usually well concealed.  It seldom involves acts of outright prejudice or bias, more often it is manifest in lack of hospitality and neglect.  Discrimination in any form is totally against God's will in love for all.  In its more discreet forms it involves observing and holding in greater esteem certain social and economic differences within society.  It accords greater honor and respect on those of position and wealth.  It forms prejudicial opinions not on the merits of a person, but rather by the characteristics of the group to which the individual belong.  "Not 'our kind' of people."  It is the old-boy network.  It is social cliques.  For some, it is simply a matter of holding on to first impressions. 

Churches are on the front line in attacking and dispelling the more obvious and blatent forms of discrimination.  Subtle, hidden prejudices, however, may too often be tolerated; for example, failure to extend an invitation, harboring resentment, irritation, distrust, and bullying the critic.  The kingdom of God tolerates no such prejudices, however concealed and untraceable.  Among Christians there is no second class, no outcasts, all are one in Christ to the very least.  Christians are prejudiced only against the devil.

( Tyranny of Tradition and Provincialism

The church is God's temple on earth.  It is a holy structure in which we are privileged to worship and serve in reverence and humbleness.  But we also know that the church, although under God's care and shielded from evil, is not without human faults.  Two problems in particular plague modern day congregations.  Both discourage change and growth.  The first is the tyranny of tradition, that is, unequivocal reverence for perceived value and excessive allegiance to the past.  This, of course, is not in reference to the sacraments, liturgy, church calendar, and other sacred rituals of Christian worship.   Rather it addresses the stubborn adherence of congregations to the status quo, consistent practice without review or challenge, reluctance to change no matter how persuasive the argument. "If it was good enough for our forefathers, it is good enough for us."  But we serve a living God in a modern world.  How God speaks to us today through prayer and the Bible must override all else in guiding our actions, our conscience is to be held captive by the word of God.  If today's message counteracts yesterday's conformity and customs, the old must give way to the new. "No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old cloak, for the patch pulls away from the cloak, and a worse tear is made.  Neither is new wine put into old wineskins; otherwise, the skins burst, and the wine is spilled, and the skins are destroyed; but new wine is put into fresh wineskins, and so both are preserve."  (Matthew 9: 16-17)  

The second allied problem is provincialism, the narrow self-centered approach to problems that limits perspective and narrows alternatives.  Our Christian attitude should be just the opposite, wide open, examining everything with a positive outlook.   What is new and different outside the church should be evaluated and the good gathered in and employed.  There should be no lack of attention to change and progress. Do not stifle inspiration or despise prophetic utterance, But test them all; keep hold of what is good and avoid all forms of evil.  (1 Thessalonians 5:19-22)

( Success in Human Terms 
Congregations may be misguided in striving for popular, socially recognized goals as opposed to seeking God's will.  Can our most popular churches with brilliant preaching, quality music, and a multitude of programs be sure of their direction?  Only if so guided by prayer, Bible study, and scholarship.  So congregations must continuously review their course.  We address this self-study of mission in Chapter 9.  

Abuses of Authority 

"Great leadership honors the freedom of the human spirit.  It uses power to inspire, enroll and organize(never to manipulate or subjugate." (Bennett J. Sims, retired Bishop of Atlanta.  

What happens when we award a title and bestow authority?   In most instances a favorably responsive service, but occasionally the power granted is too great or becomes abused.  The leader goes from caring to ruling, from mindful to inattentive.  The sin involved is the leader's increased unwillingness to see value in others.  Abuse of authority in this fashion is difficult to root out.  "Those who have power in their hand will not give it up while they can retain it."  (George Mason, chief advocate of a constitutional bill or rights. 

Peremptory authority of this sort generally come about through gradual acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or not.  Older, long-term office holders are particularly susceptible. The remedies include counseling, written job descriptions, and an attentive membership. 

In the following sections we distinguish three kinds or dimensions of power: the suppressive capacity of the organization as a whole, outright pressures applied to force conformity, and last and most pervasive, subtle but effective influences used to discourage individuality. 

(  Bureaucratic Suffocation 
The structural design and administrative procedures of an organization itself can be extremely intimidating and burdensome.  A dysfunctional bureaucracy is inevitably multi-layered, limiting vertical communication and contacts, and overworking top executives.  At its worst, procedures are in place that allow those in power to evade and obfuscate, while they decide what, if anything, to do.   Artificial barriers and complex and inflexible regulations and procedures abound to confuse and discourage.  Activities appear in bewildering complexity to hide the true nature of what's going on.  "It's so complicated everybody is afraid to raise their hand and say, 'I don't understand it.'"  (Louis B. Gaghardi, analyst, commenting on Enron's employees reaction to the corporation's financial reports. 

Churches normally attempt to hold procedures and red tape to a minimum and generally succeed.  We draw attention to the extremes here simply to dramatize the dangers involved.  Most important, red tape nonsense is intolerable at any level and can generally be avoided.     

( Coercion 
While some bureaucracy can be tolerated as a necessary evil, congregations must always outlaw all forms of coercion.  It is a danger that must be fully understood to be avoided.  Coercive behavior compels others to act or think in a certain way by use of pressure, threats, or intimidation. In its most powerful form it is arrogant, forceful, suppressive, and impatient.  Congregations seldom have the rogue bullies or aggressive cliques capable of such extremes, but coercion is possible in subtle, masked forms.  Less extreme examples include a distaste for being questioned, suppression of critical and creative expression, tabling of controversial issues, and unexplained delays.  All are intended rebukes, all are forms of coercion.  None must be tolerated.  

( Manipulation 
Manipulation in the negative sense used here is the shrewd, even devious, influencing or managing of others for special gains. It is usually supported by plausible rationale rather than any outright threat or sanction as with coercion.  The "special gain" may be no more than that of silencing critics.  This nearness to "making sense" makes manipulation especially difficult to identify and root out.  Not only is it the most concealed form of power abuse, it is also the most pervasive.  It is so common and subtle that it has become a generally accepted part of the fabric of much of our society.  Yet manipulative behavior is devious and degrading, tending to perpetuate divisiveness, partisanship, and gridlock. 

Congregants are likely to recognize from experience some of the following manipulative behavior used to discourage dialogue and democracy: 
1. Unannounced or closed door meetings, or meetings held at inopportune times to prevent or discourage participation.  

2.  Meetings held without advance notice of issues and related information.

3. Meetings shortened to prevent or discourage full expression, limit debate, and restrict study. 

4.  Isolated, inaccessible leaders and committees.

5. Elections limited to pre-selected screened candidates, and stacked committees.  
6. Restricted communications including failure to solicit suggestions, field complaints, and employ surveys.

Also helpful in the struggle against manipulation is knowledge of the benign ways ideas and suggestions may be thwarted by clever, dysfunctional responses.  All such evasive maneuvers must be aggressively fought. 

(1) Issues framed to insure approval without fair presentation of alternatives.

(2) Rejection of recommendations by bogus counter arguments, refusal to address issues,3 dismissal out-of-hand.

(3)  Hollow approval allowing proposal to die of neglect.

(4) Extended and torturous approval action, delaying or postponing decisions indefinitely.

(5)  Added restrictions and requirements, hollowing out the core idea.

(6)  Compromise responses or alternative substitutions that appears similar but miss the key intention. 

(7) Initiator made to feel guilty, by, for example, providing only a partial response as a personal undeserved favor. 

(8)  Failure to assist in promoting idea.

Safeguarding Democracy 

The next two divisions of this book(Part III. Church Structure and Leadership Roles and Part IV. Leadership in Practice(present the details of how congregations may effectively oppose the difficulties cited in this chapter. Here in Chapter 7, in summarizing the negative forces at work, we describe the general nature of possible adversities and briefly list the servant leader's counter measures.

The Threat Within 
The weaknesses cited in this chapter are not unduly common in Christian congregations.  They represent more risk than reality.  However, they evolve from our human nature, represent a real potential, and must be confronted when present in seeking perfection through Christ.  It seems natural to want to order others about, to relax when following, to "go-along" with the crowd, and to adjust to wrongdoings.  These tendencies restrain otherwise good and able people from being fully receptive to democracy and servant leadership.  Our mindset is that less able people need to be led rather than self-motivated, that forceful direction provides security.  When this inclination is combined with the weight of tradition and habit, it can be a very formidable opponent indeed.   

Autocratic power is actually seldom vested; it is rather gradually acquired in the absence of democratic safeguards and protective leadership.  Power fills a void.  Once secured, it is not easily released.  Forceful leaders believe they are doing the right thing, for the good of all.  And they often are, but at a high cost.  The combination of power and some good is extremely difficult to combat.  The very process represents a challenge to existing authority and a presumption of questionable practices, an awkward posture from which to begin.  Thus church "politics" must be handled very carefully in true Christian fashion. 

Countermeasures 


All congregational problems can be resolved, simply enough, if members are sufficiently attuned to the Christian spiritual life.  We turn then first to the Bible for guidance.  

Biblical Guidance  

We must not confuse guidance with judgement in combating dominance. "Do not judge others, so that God will not judge you." (Matthew 7:1)  We do not stand in judgment of our Christian brethren; rather we guide and admonish one another as fellow servants in the faith.  All are sinners, all require God's grace.  So we are to be merciful and forgiving. "Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful." (Luke 6:36).

We must also put away all manner of falsehood and speak the truth in our admonitions.  Let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors.  (Ephesians 4:25)  Do not use harmful words in talking.  Use only helpful words, the kind that build up and provide what is needed, so that what you say will do good to those who hear you.  (Ephesians 4: 29)   Truth itself is sufficient.  No rebuke, no reproach need be added.  Get rid of all bitterness, passion, and anger.  No more shouting or insults.  No more hateful feelings of any sort.  Instead, be kind and tenderhearted to one another, and forgive one another, as God has forgiven you in Christ.  (Ephesians 4:31-32)   

Means of Correction 
The servant leader shows by example how difficult, often deeply ingrained, problems can be resolved in a peaceful, amicable way by respectful listening and studied resolution.  The details of how this is accomplished are presented in the "Manage Conflict" section of Chapter 8, pages 19-23.  One of the most serious oversights of congregations is failure to root out their difficulties.  Most problems can be corrected passively over time through written guidelines, training, and leader replacement. 
Corrections are particularly difficult when personal feelings and long held allegiances are involved. The approach must always be that of persuasion and concern for the individual.  In sensitive matters the situation should be discussed openly and frankly.  Members should be advised of the reasoning behind the change or correction.  Disagreements should be met with love and understanding, compromise and trial-testing available options.  Admonishment is always a last resort.  If reprove is necessary it should be done gently and constructively in private.  As Oswald Chambers (1874-1917, Scottish evangelical prophet) reminds us "The critical faculty is an intellectual one, not a moral one."  We remain always disciples together in shared faith. 
    1 Craig A. Satterlee, "From being fruit to bearing fruit," The Lutheran, August 2002, pp. 20-21.


    2 One cannot be right too often and not create enemies.   Leonard Mosley referring to the successful air war strategy of Hugh Dowding, British Air Marshall during World War II, versus his adversaries in the House of Commons, writes, "…having committed the major crime of being too hard-mindedly right too often against the wrong people."  The Battle of Britain (Alexandria, VA, Time-Life Books, 1977), p. 146.  


    3 Possibly one of the most stinging and humiliating rebukes is that of being ignored.  Leonard R. Klein labels it "dysfunctional politeness" which silences many voices.  See Leonard R. Klein, "What you really can't say in the ELCA," The Lutheran, October, 2002.





