Antidotes to the Toxicity of Ministry

From a distance, people who are not involved in vocational preaching ministry have trouble understanding how spiritually 'toxic' ministry can actually be.  Surveying the spiritual leadership landscape of Jesus' time, Scottish preacher James Stewart observes that the Pharisees had “externalized” religion, the scribes had “professionalized” religion, the Sadducees had “secularized” religion, and the Zealots had “nationalized” religion.1  Clearly nothing has changed. Unless we are rigorous with our own hearts, religious leadership will do the same to us—leaving us externalized, professionalized, incurably cynical, and far too political.

The reason? Norman Shawchuck and Roger Heuser explain: “Ministry and spirituality are related, but they are not the same.  Ministry consumes energy.  Spirituality restores energy.  Ministry not supported by an appropriate spirituality is ultimately doomed to boredom, stagnation, disappointment, infirmity.”2 
They further caution: “The bad habits or temptations of the religious profession, when left unexamined, open the door to powerful, entrenched emotions, influencing the leader’s subconscious to the effect that wrong looks right, or at least acceptable.  Sooner or later an unexamined religious leadership will erode into neurotic dysfunctionality—which both the leader and the congregation exhibit.”3
My first experience with the spiritual toxins of ministry came when I least expected it.  I was pastoring a successful, growing church and even praying one or two hours a day.  Joy, however, had evaporated from my life and my preaching had taken to pushing people more than nourishing them.  I was also growing increasingly cynical and impatient.

God's healing prescription turned out to be embarrassingly simple -- alone time with God in my room every Saturday night for six months.  It sounds like a prison sentence, but I was still single at the time and the Lord instead seemed to characterize those Saturday evenings as 'dates' with Him.  Praying for ministry concerns or even the message the next day felt off-limits.  Instead I would strum my guitar and sing worship songs to the Lord.  Or I would lie on my face and agonize over what was missing in my life.  Other times I would sit cross-legged on my bed with my eyes wide open, telling Jesus all the reasons why I loved Him.

Nothing happened immediately, but over time my joy started coming back.  I also began to experience God’s presence in some extraordinary ways.  It became abundantly clear to me that it is not ministry for God that ultimately fulfills.  It is intimacy with God.  The antidote to ministry's toxicity is a “secret” life with God.

This secret spirituality needs to be fed with generous portions of Scripture that have nothing to do with what we are going to preach on.  As we meditate at length on God's Word, and then pray it back to Him, the Scriptures can actually become the heart language of our own yearnings for Him.  How tragic that we would value God’s Word only for the preaching material it provides.

A secret life with God also beacons us to become authentic worshippers once again.  It calls us to walk through our days in conscious fellowship with the Holy Spirit through communion and wide-eyed gratefulness.  Even in the church services we oversee it recreates us into worshippers first, leaders second.  Our personal engaging of God’s presence simply invites others to follow.

Praying extensively in tongues also fuels this secret life with God, keeping our hearts nourished, dependent, and spiritually alive (1 Corinthians 14:4, 14).  Praying alone out loud can be great training for preaching.  But more importantly, praying in tongues connects our spirituality to the passions of God’s heart in healthy, life-giving ways.  When our hearts and God’s heart are in sync, ministry takes on less strain and we are better able to keep activity from supplanting spirituality.

In short, ministry toxins can be eliminated and cured.  Whatever it takes to regularly and personally renew our spiritual vitality, to stay spiritually alive and authentic, to walk in Christ's rest, we must do it.  A loving and healing God awaits us.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Reflective Questions:
1. Right now in my life is ministry (which consumes energy) outpacing my spirituality (which restores energy)?

2. What does it take, in terms of periods of time and types of activities, for me to renew spiritually? 
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