Clerical Conspiracy to Crush Congregationalism, by Lloyd M. Hall Jr.
Do you remember the old question:  What’s the difference between a pastor and God?  The answer, of course, is that God doesn’t have the delusion of being a pastor.

As implied (I hope) by the title of this paper, I intend to be critical of the role currently played by ministers of our Congregational Churches with respect to the preservation and extension of the Congregational Way.  It is, though, important to note that by-and-large what I observe to be flaws in the role stem from good intentions.  Pastors have been seduced by the “success” of religious circuses, professionalism has veiled the Head of the Church, and Church members have been left ignorant of the purpose of the Church.
Equity Value, Capitalization, and Market Share
Americans are, at the core, a scorekeeping people. - - Rep. Adam Putnam
Most of us are active participants in the U.S. and world financial markets.  It may be through active trading of our own assets or indirect participation through mutual or annuity funds.  It may be as part of a guidance team directing the investments of our Churches or other organizations.  It might be, though unlikely, that we have no personal involvement but are merely voyeurs on what is certainly America’s game of choice.  Whatever the case, each of us understands that what matters is profit, growth, and an increase in value (as measured in dollars).
We are reminded now, again and again, that while most Churches in the US are small to medium in size, more Christians now worship in mega-Churches.  It would be pleasant but not pertinent to explore the different understanding of Church and worship that underlies the mega-Church as differentiated from the Apostolic model.
So it is not, culturally speaking, unreasonable to continue to query one another on the Church’s similar measurable data:  How big is the Church?  Are you growing?  What’s your budget? What’s the attendance? What size is your endowment?  If the answers to those questions add up to the criteria implied by the adopted value system, the Church (and its minister) are deemed a “success”.  Conversely, we are hard-pressed to find an American congregation that would defend its “success” on spiritual grounds that did not issue into secular measurability.  
It is not a new challenge.  Henry Martyn Dexter in 1880 wrote:

Let us hope the near future may be permitted to see many a Congregational church that has been long blighted by not ill-meaning worldliness on the one side and by well-meaning fanaticism [N.b. a topic I do not address in this paper] on the other, once more happy and prosperous under the Scriptural care of one who dwells among his own people long enough to become ‘to all the country dear;’ and who broods over his charge with tireless patience [. . .] (Handbook 97-98)
How much further from the Chief Executive Officer or even Chief Operating Officer can we get than this image from Dexter?  It does not require demonstration that the vast majority of Congregational Christian Churches fall into the range of smaller Churches.  Setting aside the obvious caveat that whatever the size the Church needs to be able to meet a certain level of financial underwriting, the more critical question is, “What is the Pastor’s vision of what the Church ought to be”?  Dexter’s Pastor, whose purpose is the care and comfort of the Church’s people, will not be one for whom the Church is a competing institution in a secular world. Her vision will not be to garner more market share and to build an entertainment center for thousands.  She will believe that a flock well-tended and protected will, of itself (by God’s grace), grow.
It is in the same vein that Dexter observes
The more feeble a flock may be, the more it needs the tender care of a shepherd, who loves it because it is his own, and who is even willing to give his life for the sheep. The more feeble a church may be, the more it needs the service of a pastor; who will make its lot his own, who is willing to spend and be spent for it, who is not mainly occupied in looking out for a better place for himself elsewhere, but whose whole soul is intent upon the growth in grace of the people of God and the conversion of sinners there. (Congregationalism cited in Barton 235)
Pastoral integrity, certainly within a Congregational context, means that the people—individually and corporately—must be the focus of attention, not “the church” as institution or even agency competing for supremacy amidst the other institutions and agencies, Churches or governments or businesses in the community.  When “the church” is the Pastor’s vision, the people are far from co-equal partners and become merely resources to be used in the attainment of the Pastor’s (or should we now be saying “minister’s) vision.
In Maurer’s Manual we read:

When a minister becomes the leader of a congregation he is known as its ‘pastor.’ The pastor is not an employee of a church, hired to conduct the affairs of a parish.  He is a servant of Christ called by the members of a church to be their leader, working with them in the service of One who came not to be ministered unto but to give his life for many. (101)
A couple of years ago, Phil Jackson published a list of “Dos” and “Don’ts”, some of which speak directly to this point.

Don’t try to be the C.E.O.  Even if you succeed, you’ll be the king/queen of the wrong kingdom.

Don’t be afraid to be spiritual and religious. No matter what they say, that’s why they have you there. Never forget that it’s all about Jesus!

[Do] invest your energy in spiritual growth over numerical growth.  ‘Seek ye first the kingdom of God’.  (165.2 31)

Diagnoses and Prescriptions

Unless the Lord builds the house, its builders labor in vain. - Psalm 127:1a
Ministers know, usually, that their call to ministry is first from God.  What makes them different from the women and men called to science, or engineering, or medicine, or music, or . . . is not that God has chosen them above all others but that God has chosen them for a specific task related to the Church.  In our tradition, we do not believe that clergy are of a “different order” than the other Church members, they merely have a different job.

Even when we are realistic enough to acknowledge that The Church of Christ in (wherever we are) is not going to rival Saddleback, Lakewood, or Willow Creek we are seldom far enough away from the considerations of economic viability and the American way of “big” to admit that an economically stable congregation of 150 might be an okay size to do God’s work.  Many of our Congregational clergy, spared the institutional demands that might lead to the C.E.O. syndrome, nonetheless become ecclesiastical physicians. These doctors of the Church (not necessarily related to the DDs, DMins, and PhDs in our ranks) are quick to diagnose “small” as sick, and to presume to be the Church’s answer to a question it was not necessarily asking.
I served the small and mid-sized Church long enough to know that there are at least a couple of underlying bases for the desire for growth.  If the desire is coming from the Church members who are not clergy, it is most often a desire for more people to put money into the offering plate. If the desire is coming from the minister, it is too often a desire for enhanced status which will either secure a long and stable future in (wherever we are) or, even more likely, a reputation that will win the pulpit of a larger congregation.

It would be foolhardy and ultimately destructive of our Way to abridge our firm commitment to an educated ministry. We should, though, be concerned about how that education is occurring and what vision of church it is based upon.  We should ask the questions as to whether the Church (big picture) has been well served by an educational process that made pastoral preparation and spiritual formation secondary to graduate education in religion and now moves forward (?) to train for the implementation of social manipulation toward the end of mass self-gratification.  One of the base questions to be asked and answered by the preachers and the laity is whether we are bound in service to the Church, as an institution, or to God in Christ the Spirit.
Yet, as Forsyth recognized and we should:

The Church will not furnish the ministers the age requires unless it provide them with a Gospel which they will never get from the age, but only from the Bible for the age. But it is from a Bible searched by regenerate men for a Gospel, and not exploited for sermons by preachers anxious to succeed with the public. It may be best to preach to the sinners and to the saints and never mind at present the public, who feel neither… If we think of the world, let us think chiefly of the world as the arena of an eternal Redemption, and not of a professional success, or of a social revolution. (Forsyth Church and Sacraments 20f) 

Dexter grasped the essentials of our Way and shines a brilliant light on the victory of Brownism in the hearts of Congregational people even in the face of the high Barrowism of the Cambridge Platform, though the presumed death of Consociationism was perhaps “greatly exaggerated” as connectionalism grew, issuing in the merger action by the General Council in the 1950s. It seems clear that the power of the Elders envisioned by Cambridge had not fully taken seed in Dexter’s time.
Beautiful in theory as Barrowe thought this must be in the eye of every truly good man, and well-balanced as John Cotton conceived it ought to prove in practice, New England never really took to it. It may be doubtful if a single church here ever fully furnished itself with elders according to Barrowe’s ideal [. . .] (Dexter Handbook 10)
Philosophically buried, perhaps, the notion of the Ruling Elder in persona as Pastor and Teacher (thwarting even Barrowe’s notion of multiple Elders), would re-emerge on a new premise in the 20th century. In this age of professionalism, specialized education in a variety of fields would raise up companies of men—and eventually women—who would be regarded as the experts in their field, not to be seriously questioned by laity.
The medical example may be the closest to the minister.  As healing increasingly became more complex a pattern emerged in which patients submitted their lists of complaints to the physician and then became passive (albeit certainly not non-involved) participants in the treatment process; expecting that they could trust the physician to facilitate healing.  The mirror of this pattern in the Christian traditions where priests abide is hardly surprising.  That it should have become the chosen pattern of Congregational Churches has been damaging to the Way.

Let them [Samuel Mather wrote] never blindly resign themselves to the Direction of their Ministers; but consider themselves, as Men, as Christians, as Protestants, obliged to judge and act for themselves in all the weighty Concernments of Religion, etc. (32 cited Dexter Congregationalism 501)
A hundred years later, George Punchard wrote:
In proportion as you abridge men of the privilege of governing themselves, in just that degree, you encourage the doctrine that men are incapable of self-government; and consequently discourage all efforts to exercise this inalienable, and all-important right (169)

“I’m trying to get them . . .”; “They need to . . .”; “They don’t know what they’re doing”; “I keep telling them . . .” are commonplace among us and are expressions of the relationship many of the clergy have adopted with regard to the Churches they serve.  Sometimes to the point of being legally ousted from the parsonage, ministers insist that they are exclusively in possession of the truth and are the ones to impose upon the Churches what they ought to be doing and how they ought to be doing it.  If we believed that clergy had special revelation not available to other Church members it might be possible to make a case.  If we believe, as we profess, that Christ is present in the gathered body it is only their skills and their gifts that they can bring, the body having received the revelation.
The current crisis—and it is a crisis—of conflict between pastors and Churches rests largely on faulty premises.  Both clergy and laity have embraced the notion that the church parking lot should look like Wal-Mart’s on a Super Saturday and that a commensurate number of shoppers should be in the building.  I will address that next.  The even more dangerous assumption has been—and has been accepted by Churches with the encouragement of the clergy—that the minister is competent to accomplish that and is, therefore, solely responsible when it doesn’t happen.  In far too many instances, ministers have adopted a C.E.O. posture in the face of their own and the Church’s misguided ambition.  Certainly not every effort to be large is misguided.  And while ministers might sometimes be wisely ignored, to make that a rule is foolish.  It is also true that some ministers and some Churches will succeed as competitors to the multiplex—but not as Churches understood according to the Congregational Way.  
Steve Peay wrote that the:

[. . .] revitalization for our churches and our association(s) will come only with the rediscovery and embracing of the core values which have spawned us. [. . .] There is something about the name [Congregational Christian], because in it is a Biblical, historical, practical, relational way of being and doing Church. (164.2 11)

A case can be made for any number of polity choices based on that which is “Biblical, historical, practical”, acknowledging that Congregationalists have their own peculiar read.  Only a minority of traditions, all of which should be called congregational, invest the body of gathered believers with the whole authority of Church.  It is not enough to have instituted processes by which the minister, priest, or whatever clergy can be dismissed by the Church.  The Congregational Way is that way of being Church in which the covenant bond is expressed, not through hiring and firing but through mutual searching, service, and prayer; a way in which all those bound in the covenant are granted mutual respect and common responsibility.
What Are We Doing Here?

All this is from God who through Christ reconciled us to himself

and gave us the ministry of reconciliation. – 2 Corinthians 5.18
[. . .] all the present disputes [Nathaniel Emmons wrote] about the power of ordination, and the power of ordained ministers, are equally vain and absurd. For there is no power of ordination but what is lodged in every church of Christ; and no church of Christ can give any power to their officers, but what Christ has given to every one of his ministers.  The disputes about ecclesiastical power never will be, nor can be, settled, until the churches will return to the platform of ecclesiastical power contained in our text [Matt. xviii:15-17], from which not only Papists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, but even Congregationalists, have too far departed. (584 cited Dexter Congregationalism 513)
There is general agreement that the Church order under the aegis of the Apostles was historically unique.  Those who brought personal knowledge of the Messiah, by that fact, carried an authority that would die with them.  It was the presence of the Spirit that emboldened those who followed to lean on the Headship of Christ as the Church began to take form.  The Apostles were succeeded by Christ’s churches, those gathered fellowships who belonged to one another and to Christ in covenant bond.
It is, therefore, in those Churches that the work of Christ continues.  “And Paul,” Forsyth writes, “has a word of his own to describe Christ’s work—the word ‘reconciliation’. But he thinks of reconciliation not as a doctrine but as an act of God—because he was not a theologian but an experience preacher.” (Work of Christ 44) The work of the Church, then, is likewise to enable—insofar as in us lies—the reconciliation of women and men to God.  It is not necessary that we engage in supernatural speculation to recognize that the fullness of life is dependent on that reconciliation that re-establishes our relationship with God.  The condition of the human soul—whatever that is—is the condition of our conscious bond with God.
In Positive Preaching Forsyth suggests that

The note of the preacher is the Gospel of a Saviour.  The orator stirs men to rally; the preacher invites them to be redeemed.  Demosthenes fires his audience to attack Philip straightway; Paul stirs them to die and rise with Christ. The orator, at most, may urge men to love their brother; the preacher beseeches them first to be reconciled to their Father. (Forsyth Positive Preaching 5)
As Modernism loses credibility and New Age is succeeded by philosophies less shallow, it may perhaps become easier (though it will never be easy) for the Church to escape the traps of emotional manipulation called “spirituality” on the one end and profound philosophizing called wisdom on the other. It should be clear among us that it is the experience of reconciliation through Christ that provides the common bond among Congregationalists.  The essential unity is in covenant, not in doctrine.  Theology does not lead to God but flows from our (common) experience. The Church is not the object of religion but the issue of faith.
That the Church fails to meet these high standards is too much the fault of the Elders.  Ministers, by yielding to the values of society, have let the Church abandon its essential work and turn to concern for popular applause and professional advancement.  As Forsyth observed, “We have indeed been something to blame in the respect that we have presented Christ too much as if He were but the Founder of the Church instead of the Arbiter of the race. (Principle 288)  Elsewhere he reminds us that “The ministry of the Word is the chief agency of the Holy Ghost, and the chief function of the Church; whose business is not simply publication of a truth but confession of an experience- of the indwelling Spirit as its life.” (Faith . . . 15)

It is not wrong that the Pastor of the Fourth Church of Christ at the corner of Third and Church presides over an institution that keeps its building in excellent repair, attracts more folks than any other Church in town, and conducts Sunday morning exercises in a manner both popular and appealing. This Church is to be applauded for the work it does among the town’s poor, and its outreach to the folks who live at society’s margin. We might even commend the scholarship of its Elders as they are rightly explaining the Word. But who has taken the care of the gathered souls?  All of these things ought to be fruits of souls that have been saved; the unavoidable consequences of being in Christ.  Yet it is not the souls that seize us but the tasks, the works.
[Congregationalism, Punchard wrote] is designed for, and adapted to spiritual persons; those who have been taught, and are now led by the Spirit. [. . .] Without the Divine presence our churches cannot be governed.  Without this, they must fall to pieces, or they must dwindle away and die.  Of all denominations we are most entirely cast upon Providence. Without Christ we can do nothing. (82-83)
It is fundamental to our Way that the presence of Christ—through the Spirit if you will—is with the Church; and Church understood exclusively as a gathered body of believers already drawn to one another by that Spirit.  We can only exist as Congregational Christian Churches when that is true; and when the primary mission of the Church is understood to be one of reconciliation in a world—even among Christians—alienated from God. It was for this that our New England forebears struggled; that the recurring awakenings and revivals emerged; that at root the founders of our own denominational strain endured ostracism and rebuke.
Punchard fittingly reminds us that

It was not the casket itself which [the New England fathers] so much valued; but the casket, as a necessary protection to the pearl of great price which it contained. It was not the form of godliness, which they so much admired; but the power, which accompanied that form. In a word, it was not Congregationalism in itself considered, which our fathers so devotedly loved and cherished; but Congregationalism as the form of church government which Christ had fixed as best adapted to promote the interests of his kingdom and the glory of his name. (82)
How have we strayed so far?  How have we allowed wrong values to divide our Churches?  How have we failed to recognize the unanimity of our oneness in Christ as we throw the theological darts of our own making?  Too much, I fear, the clergy have dissociated themselves from the Church, adopted a posture of physician to diagnose and prescribe for “their” illness, and worked toward a model of superficiality and fluff.  Too often ministers have not undertaken the hard work of teaching the Congregational Way beyond the mechanism of its expression.  Too often ministers have been afraid, for their own sakes, of partnering with the Church and being the enabler for the ministries of the other Church members.

The Church [said Forsyth] will be what its ministers make it. A Church of faith like Protestantism must always be what its chief believers make it. And these foremost and formative believers are the ministers. (Positive Preaching 189) 
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ABSTRACT: Though certainly not intentional, the de facto reality of the contemporary role being played by clergy in relationship to the other members of the Church makes pursuit of Congregational principles unlikely if not impossible. Church members have been left ignorant of the purpose of the Church, Pastors have been seduced by the “success” of religious circuses, and professionalism has veiled the Head of the Church.
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