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Abstract

 This thesis integrates Murray Bowen’s concept of Differentiation of Self (DoS) 

with pastoral theology and practice. It does so with a particular emphasis on how DoS 

can assist pastors living and working in the North American context, and who are 

wrestling with vocational issues surrounding secularism, as defined by philosopher 

Charles Taylor, and systems anxiety.  After laying out the initial problem of pastoral 

ministry within the North American context and then showing how Bowen’s 

understanding of family systems can and cannot overlap with Christian theology and 

practice, each chapter of this thesis aims to approach the issue of integration of DoS and 

pastoral theology from a different perspective: hermeneutic, missiological, and finally 

systems leadership. 
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Part I.—What’s the Problem for Pastors and how can integrating Bowen’s concept 

of DoS with Pastoral Theology and Practice help them? 

 We live in an age where the demand for sound leadership is at an all-time high, 

and the future of many historic institutions no longer seems guaranteed. While the issue 

of leadership within the Christian community has always been an important one, 

globalization, technology, and perhaps most worrying for the Western church, the rising 

tide of secularism, have pressed the necessity for a clergy that can faithfully lead God’s 

people through these changing times. To meet this need there has been a wave of 

literature on Christian leadership within evangelical and mainline Protestant circles. 

Much of this has offered quick fixes to some of the most complicated problems of the 

day. Technique-driven approaches to casting vision, developing a team, building a small 

group ministry, or crafting the most strategic plan have often been hoisted up as the 

means to heal or strengthen a foundering ministry.

 Much of this literature has not proven to be the panacea that was promised, and 

many Christian leaders still find themselves wondering how to approach the work of 

pastoral ministry. Simon Chan’s indictment (2006) of modern evangelicalism has to do 

with the reality that he sees that most modern seminary training does not revolve around 

theology and the knowledge of God as an end in itself, but instead is dominated by 

market-driven forces. Subjects such as counseling, church administration, and leadership 

have become a much larger emphasis in recent years. The aim of many seminaries seems 

to be in providing young pastors with “know-how”. Yet Chan fears that “When ministry 

is defined professionally, there is really nothing left in the ministerial profession that 
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distinguishes it from any other profession”1.  Many churches have turned to branding and 

entertainment to win a crowd. Ministry is no longer seen so much as a calling as just one 

more of the helping professions. Thus, it follows a career path, and if a pastor’s call does 

not work out, then they simply move on to another job. 

 Chan’s analysis has quite a bit of substance to it. Yet, is hard to argue that 

practicality and strategies such as what he laments should have a part to play in the 

flourishing of a church. If a pastor cannot preach, lead a meeting, or help to set a budget 

then the organizational life of the church of which he is a part can quickly come unglued.  

Pastoral leadership is inherently theological, but it must also guide a real institution 

through the realities of the world. Although professionalism is not its heart, it is an 

unescapable aspect of the pastoral work. It is impossible to deny that the right application 

of techniques and principles can be valuable. There are many practical, everyday matters 

that can be solved by them, and learning new ones can give pastors a fresh take on an 

issue that has consistently given them problems. One downside with relying on them, 

however, is that it can be difficult to recall them all. Especially when a pastor may have 

to make quick decisions where he cannot return to his office to consult a treasury of 

leadership books, which technique works with the problem he is facing right now? The 

bigger issue, though, is that management principles do not address the underlying anxiety 

flowing through both pastor and congregation. Neither do they help the pastor maintain 

the impetus for spiritual leadership in the face of cultural or congregational opposition.

 Surveying the landscape, it seems that many modern Protestant pastors are 
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experiencing a vocational crisis. Will Willimon (2002) explains that he has never been 

happy with the term “burnout” to describe why pastors leave the ministry. The 

implication is that one day they “wake up and simply have no more fuel to give to the 

demands of ministry”. He argues, instead, that  

Our pastoral problem of constancy is more a matter of “blackout” or “brownout”, the 
gradual dissipation of meaning in ministry, a blurring of vision, the inability to keep the 
theological rationale for ministry that is necessary to enliven our imagination. We wake 
up one day and no longer have a reason or purpose for doing the things that the church 
expects us, as pastors, to do.2   

 Without some kind of theoretical and theological grounding ministries tend to 

whole-heartedly embrace this technique driven approach. Driven by demographics, the 

personality of a pastor or a few key congregants, and changing social mores to name just 

a few potential problems, ministries lose sight of how to achieve their purpose, or what 

that purpose even is. As this has occurred, many pastors seem to have lost a sense of 

themselves and their pastoral identity. Their struggle is not only what to do, but also who 

they are. There are likely several reasons for this, but at least two that are relevant to the 

issues of ministerial leadership are a secular social imaginary and the existential anxiety 

that arises from this imaginary.

 The first aspect of this problem is the way that our current era of history views 

pastoral ministry. The philosopher Charles Taylor posits that we live in a secular age 

where the idea that a personal God who orders and directs the cosmos has become 

unbelievable to quite a few, and contested by many others. This is so heavily imbedded in 

our culture that it has become a part of our common “social imaginary”. For Taylor 
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(2004), this social imaginary consists of the ways that the ordinary members of a society 

imagine their lives and social surroundings. This “is often not expressed in theoretical 

terms, but is carried in images, stories, and legends”. It is the possession of “large groups 

of people” and not by either a backwards minority or a revolutionary vanguard, and it “is 

the common understanding that makes possible common practices and a widely shared 

sense of legitimacy”3. This social imaginary is the warp and woof of our modern world, 

and pastors, as products of that world, are not immune to it. Rather, many are as deeply 

formed by this secular social imaginary as they are by the Bible, if not more so. 

 If this is so, then what is the effect of that upon those who are supposed to 

minister in God’s name? Though their predecessors ministered in a world haunted by 

meaning, many current pastors wrestle with the feeling of the opposite. They wonder at 

times if what they are doing has any greater significance beyond the actions themselves.  

Our culture’s current social imaginary does not look at ordinary life as the stage of divine 

action4. For many modern people, the transcendent moorings which had previously 

stabilized the cosmos, have been pulled loose, so that even though reality is shot through 

with beauty, the world around us simply is what it is: the results of chance, a flat horizon 

of meaning where God does not loom down from above. As products of this culture, 

many pastors struggle to understand how to conceive of themselves as participants in a 

vocation that is far more focused on the transcendent, and thus fundamentally different 

from that of the other helping professions. As they do, ministry can feel like some 

12

3 Charles Taylor, “What is a Social Imaginary”, Modern Social Imaginaries; Duke University Press, 
Durham, NC. 2004.

4 “The social imaginary, as Taylor conceives it, ‘is not a set of ideas’ but rather ‘what enables, through 
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professional function worked out by the clergy. In a similar way that a coach manages a 

team, or a computer programmer writes code, so a pastor ministers. Ministry, then, moves 

from being divine action worked out through a pastor, and becomes, instead, simply a 

generic description of some human action, which might help some and not others (Root, 

2019).  When this is the reality, a major aspect of pastoral leadership can get bogged 

down in questions like, how can the pastor grow a ministry’s brand, or feel successful by 

attempting to become a religious quasi-celebrity? 

 Tied to this secular imaginary is the consumerist attitude of some that a large 

church means that there is sound leadership and a vibrant spiritual life. However, the 

overall success of many larger churches is still uncertain. Regardless of church size and 

apparent success, many pastors struggle with burnout and a sense of aimlessness. 

Wrapped up in this secular imaginary is not only the question of, is exhaustion the price 

of success? But deeper than that, what does pastoral success look like? As the rising tide 

of secularism has shaped how society conceives of them, as well as how they conceive of 

themselves, pastors have anxiously searched for a way to imagine themselves and their 

work. Willimon (2002) lists the buffet of options lying within reach of the modern pastor: 

media mogul, political negotiator, therapist, manager, resident activist, preacher, or 

servant. In the end, he does not try to provide a new option. Instead, he provides a few 

“generalizations” of pastoral practice to help pastors discover their own template for 

ministry, adding, “My impression is that contemporary ministry is groping for an 

appropriate metaphor for our pastoral work”5. His comments point to the reality that 
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many pastors feel a tremendous amount of anxiety about their vocation and their roles as 

leaders within it.  

 When a secular social imaginary makes a pastor into a professional with many 

generalized demands upon their time (leadership, spiritual direction, counseling, 

preaching, community impact, etc.), but no clear sense of how to balance those, or what 

the overall telos of their life and ministry ought to be, then the end result is that the pastor 

is pulled in a multitude of directions. Efficiency and productivity, the prime values of our 

modern age, become a driving necessity for pastoral life. These become important 

because in the sort of secular age that Taylor describes the average layperson approaches 

religion as a consumer (Miller, 2003) . Looking to get the most optimal experience 

possible they tend to be unhooked from a particular place, tradition, or community, 

searching for the combination that feels most appropriate to them based upon authenticity  

and size (Root, 2019). As this has happened many pastors no longer have the guarantee of 

denominations or cultural Christianity to help them gather a flock. Root believes the 

image of religious entrepreneur to be the leading vocational template for modern pastors, 

and he describes their predicament in this way, 

So the pastor as entrepreneurial CEO has become key...because the entrepreneur can 
convince people that his product has just the thing you (individually) need. And while it 
is just for you, there are many, many others who use or participate in it. This connects us 
with a growing gathering of others who, just like us, are individually finding meaning and 
purpose...I’m sure that I’m not being duped or, worse, wasting my time, because this 
feels good. But how can I trust my feelings? Not because generations of my people have 
worshiped like this, or because it is part of my national identity, but because ten thousand 
or, better, twenty thousand other people feel what I do. And we’re all here by our 
individual free choice, unhooked to find meaning and purpose anywhere we please.6
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 But what should a pastor do if they are not particularly entrepreneurial? Or if they 

are not even drawn to the image foisted upon them by a culture that lives primarily in an 

immanent, rather than transcendent framework? As their vocational anxiety has risen, 

many have fallen into what Friedman (2017) termed “the great myth of the data-gathering 

era”. According to Friedman, this myth possesses two primary messages for the anxious 

leader. “If we only knew enough, we could do (or fix) anything”, and “If we failed, it is 

because we did not use the right method”7. When this myth is fully ingested the addled 

pastor might find that no matter how many technique-driven books he or she reads they 

simply do not seem to work in the way that the author promised. The end result of this is 

either discouragement and a sense of hopelessness when it appears impossible to lead 

change, or burnout because the pastor believes that by ramping up their effort eventually 

something must shift in the right direction (Scazzero, 2006). If this vocational anxiety 

rises and is not dealt with in a healthy way, there are usually steep, and often unforeseen, 

costs to the pastor’s personal life and family.

 In addition to the existential and vocational anxiety buffeting many modern 

pastors, there is the relational anxiety that comes with a job that is as relationally focused 

as pastoral ministry. By relational anxiety, I mean “the existential relational tension that 

occurs between two or more individuals”8.  More than worry or the burden of care, this 

type of anxiety is the pressure to emotionally fuse or cutoff from others, overfunction by 

rushing to compensate for another’s responsibility, which might serve to reduce the 
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anxious tension for others but will also rob them of the opportunity for personal or 

corporate growth, or create an emotional triangle. Two parties create such a triangle when 

they redirect the anxiety between them to a third party (Friedman, 2017; Kerr and Bowen, 

1988). This helps to alleviate their relational tension, but the underlying problems 

between them remain unaddressed and so the anxiety remains. Willimon (2002) explains 

the complexity of the balancing act of managing and maintaining the variety of pastoral 

relationships in this way,

One of the great challenges of our pastoral care is to be present with people in their need 
and not be overwhelmed by their need, to be available to our people as their pastor 
without being captured exclusively by them, to take their pain seriously and at the same 
time to take seriously our task to proclaim Jesus Christ and him crucified and 
resurrected.9 

 The task, then, for pastors is not only how to care for, shepherd, and manage the 

people and institutions around them, but to also care for, shepherd, and direct themselves 

as they attempt to do the work of ministry. Thus, even more than the larger existential 

anxiety of our present, secular moment, there is also the latent relational anxiety that is 

woven into pastoral ministry.

 Richardson (2005) points out that pastors have to navigate this relational anxiety 

not only as they lead a congregation, but also, simply by nature of being a person, 

through their relationships with their nuclear family (if they have one), and their family 

of origin. Richardson describes the problem of relational anxiety in this way, 

How do we minister to all of our parishioners and continue to be a responsible family 
member? How do we deal with personal challenges and continue on with ministry in a 
hopeful way? How do we avoid becoming overwhelmed or burned-out? How do we 
avoid becoming personally unwell, getting caught up in major conflicts with others, or 
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failing to provide positive leadership in the many critical circumstances of life that we 
face?10 

 The challenge, then, of pastoral leadership in the modern age is three-fold. First, it 

must deal with the rising tide of secularism and its “secular imaginary”. Secondly, it must 

also navigate the vocational anxiety that comes when such an imaginary becomes the 

water in which we all swim, pastors included. Finally, it must be able to handle the 

relational anxiety that simply comes along with the work of pastoral ministry. 

Thesis Proposal

 What is the way forward, then? And in light of the three-fold problem outlined 

above, can it begin to fuse together the theoretical, theological, and practical necessities 

of ministry in Christ’s name?  The intent of what follows is to attempt to examine that 

problem by looking at the issues raised through the lens of the social science concept of 

differentiation of self (DoS) and Christian spirituality. My proposal is that by looking at 

the challenges of pastoral leadership that were outlined above through a combination of 

these two, a pastor can be more equipped to lead in a way that is not only more faithful to 

the model of ministry that is displayed in the New Testament, but is also more life-giving 

for both himself and his congregation, and is more able to deal with the unique challenges 

of ministry in a secular age. The opportunity offered is that beyond the techniques that 

are usually put forward for pastoral leadership, by bringing together DoS and Christian 

spirituality, a pastor can better deal with their sense of self, their congregation, and the 

world at large. 

 In the following chapter I will define DoS, showing where it overlaps with 
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Christian spirituality, as well as the limits of their partnership. After that, I will apply a 

systems hermeneutic to Matthew 14:13-23, showing how an approach to reading Jesus’ 

ministry with the disciples in terms of both DoS and Christian spirituality can help to 

make sense of modern issues within pastoral ministry. My penultimate chapter will use 

the lens of the concept of DoS to critique of James Davison Hunter’s To Change the 

World. Finally, I will end by talking about how the cross-pollination of DoS and pastoral 

theology can help pastors in the modern, secular era approach the task of shepherding 

their flock.

 Briefly, before wading into the subject of Dos and pastoral theology, it is 

important to explain a bit about the understanding of ordination and the pastorate that I 

am coming from. I am an ordained minister in the Presbyterian Church in America 

(PCA), and as I write I am approaching the issue of being a pastor and providing pastoral 

leadership from that standpoint. The Book of Church Order for the PCA provides the 

following definition for those who are called to the work of leading God’s church, 

The ordinary and perpetual classes of office in the Church are elders and deacons. Within 
the class of elder are the two orders of teaching elders and ruling elders. The elders 
jointly have the government and spiritual oversight of the Church, including teaching. 
Only those elders who are specially gifted, called and trained by God to preach may serve 
as teaching elders.11

 Thus, in the tradition from which I am writing, there are ruling elders and 

teaching elders. Both are of the same class of office, and both are appointed by the church 

to lead. However, only the teaching elders are called “to feed the flock by reading, 
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expounding and preaching the Word of God and to administer the sacraments”12. Because 

of the vocational responsibilities that are tied to the office of teaching elder, it is primarily 

to them that I am writing. They are prone to experience the greatest amount of relational 

co-mingling between work, family life, and faith. They are the ones who are most 

obviously visible as elders on a Sunday morning, and they also bear the greater amount of 

day-to-day responsibility for administration and pastoral care within the church. Though 

my intent is to provide something helpful to anyone who desires to lead within the 

church, it is primarily to teaching elders that I am writing. 

19

12 The office of the stated clerk of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in America, The Book 
of Church Order of the Presbyterian Church in America, 8-5.



Part II—Assessing the Integration of DoS with Christian Theology and Spirituality

 Any leadership principle that Christian pastors adopt, must be assessed in regard 

to its connection to broader theological principles. Knowing where DoS dovetails with 

Christian theology and where the two are at odds is essential to its pastoral application. 

What follows is an explanation of the psycho-social concept of Differentiation of Self 

(DoS) and an assessment as to  its applicability to Christian theology and the Bible.   

 The priest, academic, and popular writer Henri Nouwen opens his book In the 

Name of Jesus by recounting the near death of his spirituality. As he entered his fifties he 

found himself teaching at one of the most renowned institutions in the world. Yet, in spite 

of external signs of success, inwardly he teetered on the brink of ruin. 

I came face to face with the simple question, “Did becoming older bring me closer to 
Jesus?” After twenty-five years of priesthood, I found myself praying poorly, living 
somewhat isolated from other people, and very much preoccupied with burning issues. 
Everyone was saying that I was doing really well, but something inside was telling me 
that my success was putting my own soul in danger...I woke up one day with the 
realization that I was living in a very dark place and that the term burnout was a 
convenient psychological translation for a spiritual death”.13

Eventually Nouwen made the decision to leave his university position in order to become 

a caretaker for a community of severely handicapped men, L’Arche. This change would 

prove to be momentous, leading to a spiritual renewal in Nouwen’s life. He explains that, 

This decision was and, in many ways, is still the most important experience of my new 
life, because it forced me to rediscover my true identity. These broken, wounded, and 
completely unpretentious people forced me to let go of my relevant self—the self that can 
do things, show things, prove things, and build things—and forced me to reclaim that 
unadorned self in which I am completely vulnerable, open to receive and give love 
regardless of any accomplishments.14 
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 Nouwen’s story illustrates the need for pastors to find and cultivate the 

differentiation of self (DoS) along with their spirituality. When Christian leaders lose 

themselves in the rising tide of their own success, or they are swamped under the 

demands of family and ministry, the need to know who they are, regardless of 

accomplishments, accolades, derision, or any other outside anxiety, becomes paramount. 

As already noted, this sense of self falls under the category of differentiation. 

Differentiation is the ability to distinguish between who we are and what we do. It is 

being able to engage with those near us, while also remaining distinct from their thinking 

and feeling. It is separating our own thinking from our feeling while engaging with others 

according to core principles and beliefs, instead of the anxiety and impulses that might 

swirl within us. 

 Edwin Friedman explains differentiation this way, “Differentiation is not about 

being coercive, manipulative, reactive, pursuing, or invasive; it is about being rooted in 

the leader’s own sense of self rather than focused on his or her followers”15. When 

overwhelmed by inner or outer demands, a leader tends to feel this sense of self slip. 

They lose the ability to reflect upon, and live out of, who they truly are and what they 

believe, and they forfeit the ability to lead in an effective way. One’s tendency then is to 

react either by getting enmeshed in the emotions roiling the system, or simply cutting 

oneself off from the source of anxiety. 

  At its heart, the issue of differentiation within ministerial leadership is about how 

pastors can be anchored in who they truly are and what they believe when the presence of 
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others places them in an anxious situation. Whether it is the anxiety that comes with a 

busy, albeit successful, career, as was the case with Nouwen, or the normal, but 

sometimes overwhelming, demands of family and ministry, the lifelong process of 

becoming a better differentiated leader is bound up in our spiritual and emotional 

longevity.  

 This raises the question of, how can the concepts of spirituality and differentiation 

help a Christian minister navigate the push and pull of their own needs and the desires of 

those to whom they are called? While much of the literature on DoS is rightfully 

concerned with the pastor becoming aware of, and working through, the emotional 

systems of their family of origin, the concern of this thesis is how Christian spirituality 

can come alongside of this process and assist in its outworking.

What is Systems Theory and Differentiation of Self?

 Systems theory was first developed by the family therapist Murray Bowen in the 

1950s as a response to clinical observation that he was doing with patients while they 

lived in a facility with their families. Realizing that his patients’ symptoms were related 

to the emotional system in which they functioned, Bowen began to formulate his 

approach to family system’s theory, in which is embedded his concept of differentiation 

of self. As his theory matured, Bowen came to recognize that the key to treatment was not  

just in dealing with people as singular individuals, but also in looking at the family as a 

whole. According to his theory, people exist as both byproducts and influencers within an 

inter-related emotional system, and so it is not only the individuals that matter. The way 

that those individuals interact and deal with one another also plays a crucial role in their 
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overall functioning.  

 Through his observations, Bowen realized that relationships, especially close 

relationships that are often found in families or congregations, create anxiety along a 

polarized continuum of individuality and togetherness. This anxiety involves the 

relational tension of navigating between these two counterbalancing life forces (Kerr and 

Bowen, 1988). Individuality “propels an organism to follow its own directives, to be an 

independent and distinct entity”, while togetherness “propels an organism to follow the 

directives of others, to be a dependent, connected, and indistinct entity”. Individuals exist 

on this continuum in a state of dynamic equilibrium, seeking to balance the two forces, 

but “At times of high anxiety and serious imbalance, statements people make about the 

situation range from the one extreme of “I can’t survive unless you respond the way I 

want you to,” to the other extreme of, “I can’t survive if I do what you want”16. Thus, 

there are two extremes that DoS seeks to avoid, emotional fusion and cutoff. Emotional 

fusion results when a person’s sense of self is so weak that they lose the ability to know 

and operate according to their own thoughts, feelings, and convictions in distinction to 

those around them. Emotional cutoff, on the other hand, is movement away from 

relationship. Instead of coping with the anxiety of being close to an individual or the 

group, an individual maintains their sense of self by avoiding relationship. Poorly 

differentiated individuals, whether relationally cutting off or fusing, experience a minimal 

capacity for autonomous functioning, because of the amount of energy, and thus anxiety, 

that is “invested and bound” in the relationship between self and group. When this 
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occurs, the result is emotional reactivity, “where a response is not chosen but is a reaction 

to the other person/group”17. In cutoff, an individual avoids others, or certain responses 

that these people have made, because of their having chosen it. Whereas, in fusion, an 

individual is compelled to make a similar choice as others because of their presence in 

that person’s life. 

 Pastors may find that when a lack of DoS occurs, important relational boundaries 

dissolve. Kerr and Bowen note, “The  togetherness force propels people toward 

attachments to relieve anxiety and provide well-being, but the pressures and uncertainties 

of the relationship generate anxiety and decrease well-belling”18.  In systems thinking, the 

classic dilemma for pastors, who because of their tendency to need to be needed burn 

themselves out and then leave their congregation or the ministry all together, can be 

understood as a problem in balancing the forces of togetherness and individuality that 

leads to emotional fusion and then cutoff. Yet, the way out of this problem is not by an 

either/or approach to togetherness and individuality, nor is it a blending of the two. A 

person could bounce between the two forces without ever making any true gains in their 

level of functioning.

 Rather, according to Friedman, “the way out of this dilemma is not by finding the 

proper balance of self and togetherness, but by reorienting one’s understanding of 

togetherness and self so that they are made continuous rather than polarized”19. Instead of 

choosing between the two innate forces, the concept of DoS points individuals toward 
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becoming a relational self that is able to know their own thoughts, desires, and core 

convictions, drawing a line between their thinking self and their feeling self, whilst 

simultaneously maintaining relational boundaries with others and also engaging deeply 

with them. The choice to engage relationally or not becomes, then, not either/or, but 

when, how, and why.

 Moving along the differentiated spectrum is no small task, and Bowen conceived 

of the self as existing on a scale between 0-100. This scale is “of theoretical importance”, 

and “was not designed as an instrument that could be used to assign people an exact 

level”20 of functioning. Someone who is zero on this scale would be a “no-self”, a person 

who has no emotional separation from his family. They are either fully enmeshed or 

cutoff. For instance, in their total physical and emotional dependence upon their mothers, 

newborn babies would fall into this category. Of greater interest to the topic at hand, is 

someone who existed at 100. This person,  

has fully resolved the emotional attachment to his family. He has attained complete 
emotional maturity in the sense that his self is developed sufficiently that, whenever it is 
important to do so, he can be an individual in the group. He is responsible for himself and 
neither fosters nor participates in the irresponsibility of others.21  

Bowen did not believe that anyone existed at this end of the scale, although it was the 

lifelong goal to which individuals ought to be working. 

 While Bowen postulated the scale of differentiation, and even described the four 

quartiles of the scale (0-25, 25-50, 50-75, and 75-100) he did not think that trying to 

exactly pinpoint a person on the scale would be helpful. The reason behind this was that 
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there is a difference between a person’s basic and functional levels of differentiation. A 

person’s basic level of differentiation was largely set by the differentiation that operated 

within their family of origin and, according to Bowen, cannot change much during their 

lifetime. The functional level, on the other hand, is shaped by the chronic anxiety in a 

person’s most important relationship systems. When that is low, the functional level of 

DoS rises. When anxiety is high, it goes down. The basic level of DoS, correlates to the 

functional level of DoS. Functional DoS “can be enhanced by relationships, drugs, 

beliefs, cultural values, religious dogma, and even superstitions”22 , and “unusually stable 

communities, stabilized perhaps by their strict adherence to religious values and mores, 

can enhance the functional levels of community members and families”. However, 

“Communities can also undermine the functioning of their members when “social 

anxiety” is high for a protracted period”23. In other words, the practices and beliefs that 

form a religious community, such as a church, not only work on a theological level. They 

are also a part of the social and emotional forces shaping individuals and their 

functioning within those communities.  Depending on the church, and the individuals 

making it up, that can either increase or diminish the functional DoS of those who 

participate in its shared life. 

  While the relational systems of congregations are not exactly the same as nuclear 

families, they carry many of the patterns and ways of relating that families do. Often 

because of the nature of churches as being comprised of families, it is impossible to 
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conceive of their functioning apart from an understanding of how those families with 

their constituent members operate. Ronald Richardson writes, 

The concept of the nuclear family emotional system recognizes first that members of a 
family or a church have a deep, interconnected way of being with each other in which 
each affects the other...How we think and feel about them and our relationship with them, 
and how they think and feel about us and relate to us is an ongoing, dynamic interactive 
process that deeply affects us all.24

 Embedded within the functioning of these congregational families is the pastor, 

who because he or she often bears much of the weight for the functional life of the 

church, tends to carry a great deal of the anxiety that passes through its system.

Limitations and Overlap of DoS with a Christian Worldview

 The intersection between the conception of differentiation of self25 and pastoral 

ministry is the focus of the rest of this thesis, but before diving into that the connections 

and limitations of Bowen’s psycho-social concept needs to be evaluated against Christian 

theology and practice. Otherwise, the practitioner risks a superficial “baptism” of DoS, 

potentially running onto the rocky shoals of theological eisegesis (Majerus and Sandage, 

2010). 

 Bowen understood theology to be a sort of “functional fact” (Creech, 2019). Basing 

his theory in scientific materialism meant that the veracity of a person or group’s 

theology was unimportant for Bowen. Regardless of belief, he was interested in 

describing the underlying interactions guiding people. He wrote, “I believe the laws that 

govern man’s emotional functioning are as orderly as those that govern other natural 

systems and that the difficulty in understanding the system is governed more by man’s 
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reasoning that denies its existence than by the complexity of the system”26. Bowen’s view 

is that regardless of how a researcher approaches faith, there is an order to the way that 

those who hold a belief operate. That order can be studied and the facts of group 

processes can be brought into conversation with theology.    

 When one examines Bowen’s theory it is clear that there are stark differences 

between it and the biblical worldview. These differences cover everything from the 

baseline assumptions about how humanity came about, the process for individual growth, 

and the ultimate goal of humanity. In their assumptions, the anthropological starting point 

for Bowen and the Bible are opposed. Bowen’s worldview assumed evolutionary 

naturalism was the beginning of humanity, while the Bible’s stance is theistic. Even 

though Bowen and the Bible agree that the fundamental problem of humanity is 

relational, Bowen’s understanding is that this is a product of naturalistic evolution, the 

result of which is emotional reactivity and anxiety. Humans struggle in relationships 

because of instinctual, emotional processes—leftovers from our evolutionary past. The 

biblical narrative, on the other hand, argues that humanity’s problems are the result of the 

outside force of sin entering into Adam and Eve, and the subsequent break in relationship 

with creator and creation that resulted from that event. 

 The process of change for both the Bible and Bowen are also not aligned. Bowen 

believed that the process of differentiation was entirely a product of human effort, and 

that even with considerable work over time only a minor alteration in differentiation of 

self would be possible. Yet, that change would produce powerful effects upon how an 
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individual related to those around him or her. Christian theology, however, understands 

that the process of change, known as sanctification, taking into account a person’s 

actions, attitudes, and personal history, fundamentally remains an act of God in the 

Christian’s life. Because of this divine action, radical change is not only possible, but 

anticipated. 

 For Bowen, since the starting point of understanding humanity is naturalism and the 

driving force for change is the individual’s willpower, the end goal must also be 

anthropocentric. Bowen’s theory makes managing emotional and relational reactivity the 

end goal of the process of differentiation. If a person could be fully differentiated, then 

they would possess a perfect sense of self in the midst of others, regardless of what was 

happening around them. Ironically, since the “100” at the end of Bowen’s theoretical 

scale of differentiation is permanently out of reach, the end-goal of his theory becomes 

unattainable.  

 In contrast to Bowen’s anthropocentrism, the biblical approach to people, their 

process of change, and their ultimate end, or telos, is thoroughly theocentric. In the 

biblical narrative, the final goal for God’s work in a Christian’s life is the full restoration 

of their person to relationship with God, creation, and self. Because this approach is 

founded upon God’s work, as opposed to human effort, this process is inherently hopeful, 

since Christians can be sure that, “He who began a good work in you will bring it to 

completion at the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil.1:6)27.
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 Bowen’s theory, especially its concept of DoS, is rooted in Western science and so 

it is concerned with answering questions of human behavior. Accordingly, it does not 

attempt to delve into issues of right or wrong, good or evil, redemption and eternity. This 

is the realm of theology. Nevertheless, the two do not necessarily stand in opposition to 

one another. Creech (2019) writes this,

 A faith perspective might need to add to the scientific perspective, without denying it, to 
accommodate scientific truth more fully to its theological truth. Such an approach does 
not see the science as incorrect but as in some sense incomplete, simply by the 
boundaries of its methods28 (author’s italics, not mine). 

For instance, an individual human being can be understood from many levels—

chemically, biologically, psychologically, socially, as well as theologically. A person’s 

existence is multi-faceted, and the fuller the picture of a human life, the more various 

categories will be taken into account and integrated with one another. When studying 

people, congregations, and the importance of leading them, it does an analyst no good to 

fall into the false dichotomy of science versus faith. Science limits itself to questions of 

where, when, what, and how. Theology, on the other hand, concerns itself with why. An 

investigation into the complexity of human relationships will look to both realms of 

knowledge for answers. 

 This raises the issue, if the starting points, processes, and end goals of Bowen’s 

theory and a biblical worldview are so opposed, then what is the value of using the 

psycho-social concept of DoS in relation to pastoral ministry? Majerus and Sandage 

(2010) make the case that “DoS provides a Christian maturity framework for...moving 
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toward a more consistent biblical, theological, and spiritual ecclesiology”29. They argue 

that in framing maturity as a “nonanxious, nonreactive presence” the concept of DoS 

serves well in conceptualizing and weaving together key theological categories related to 

theological anthropology. Richardson (2005) offers that for the person willing to try and 

thoughtfully integrate the two, DoS can “offer a practical means for achieving a mature 

personal character and a life of principle based on Christian values”30. In describing the 

interaction between the Apostle Paul and Bowen’s theory, Creech (2019) notes that 

“Paul’s theological language describes the experience to which Christians have testified 

over the centuries. We can analyze this experience and belief in terms of Bowen’s theory 

of human behavior”. He then goes on to argue that “the concept of differentiation of self 

or emotional maturity, which can help us imagine dimensions of the new life of love and 

community to which God has called us in Christ” is “especially helpful in this quest” of 

integrating Christian theology and Bowen Family Systems Theory 31. Bowen’s concept of 

DoS, then, may not be rooted in Christian theology, but it is extremely useful for framing 

and describing the issues of relational immaturity and maturity, as well as describing 

dynamics of leadership and relationship in close-knit communities that resemble families, 

such as congregations. 

Research Findings between DoS and Christian Spirituality

 Due to its subjective nature, Murray Bowen intentionally shied away from 

connecting spirituality and differentiation of self. However, Kerr and Bowen (1988) did 
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suggest that one’s functional level of differentiation32 could be influenced by an array of 

outside influences, including religious dogma and cultural values. They also noted that 

communities built upon practices of faith and stabilized by “strict adherence to religious 

values and mores can enhance the functional levels of community members and 

families”33. Since that time, researchers have worked at filling in the subjective gaps in 

our understanding of the intersection of differentiation and Christian spirituality. 

Sandage, Jensen, and Jass (2008) advocate for “a relational participation in divine grace 

which results in mature, differentiated capacities for self-regulation and virtue”34. 

Majerus and Sandage (2010) hypothesized that “spiritual practices predicted both 

spiritual development and self-differentiation”, and found that “only the practices of 

outward prayer for self and upward or contemplative prayer were significant predictors of 

differentiation”35. Jankowski and Sandage (2012) found a “significant indirect effect 

between spiritual well-being” in relation to the concept of differentiation, and they 

concluded that their findings “offered support for the paradigm of differentiation-based 

spirituality”36.

 These results correlate with the findings of much of the psychological and social 
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research of the effects of religion and religious practices upon individuals. Schmidt and 

Jankowski (2014)37 note the correlation between the moderating influence of prayer on 

emotional stability and relational aggression. In their work on the effects of prayer upon 

depression and anxiety, Boelens, et al. (2009)38 found that the effect of direct person-to-

person prayers that addressed pressing issues was more effective than what is commonly 

observed with either anti-depressants or cognitive behavioral therapy. This was so, even 

when the words “anxiety” or “depression” were never mentioned in the prayer session. 

Ai, et al. (2005)39 found that spiritual support, especially through prayer, had a positive 

coping effect upon those who suffered through the 9/11 attacks. Drawing from 

Attachment Theory, Bradshaw, Ellison, and Marcum (2010) 40 found in a nationwide 

sample of Presbyterians (P.C.U.S.A.) that a sense of secure attachment to God is 

inversely related to psychological distress. Studies such as these point to the positive 

effects of prayer and spirituality upon those who are undergoing the sort of hardship and 

psychological distress. They also provide a correlation between DoS and spiritual 

practices for the more routine times of life.  
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DoS and Spiritual Practices

 Christian spiritual disciplines—prayer, solitude, fasting, worship, and the reading 

of scripture—are meant to be integrative of the entirety of a persons life, leading not only 

to spiritual maturity but also to the sort of relational and emotional fulfillment to which 

DoS points. The assumption, after all, of generations of spiritual advisers has been that 

when one enters into these practices, they are better able to move into the world and grow 

into their God-given roles. Because their aim is the reintegration of an individual into 

relationship with self, God, and others Christian spiritual practices have great potential 

for integrating the concept of DoS.  The literature especially points to the practices of 

solitude, prayer, and meditation upon scripture for the cultivation of differentiated action. 

Foster (1978) advises that “The purpose of silence and solitude is to be able to see and 

hear”41 in order to be integrated into the life of God and his people. Ronald Richardson 

(1996) enjoined pastors to see solitude as a necessary practice of differentiated 

spirituality when he wrote, 

We do not seek this sort of time apart from others reactively, against others, but 
proactively, as a way to clarify our own thinking, beliefs, goals, values, and so 
forth...Solitude is about getting to know ourselves better, so we are clearer about what we 
have to bring to others. Solitude is a way to cultivate perspective and objectivity.42 

For Richardson, the disciplines of prayer and solitude help to cultivate differentiation by 

providing a pastor a temporary reprieve from the anxiety circulating within their 

congregation. Once this has been taken into account, considered, and filtered through the 

processes of prayer and solitude the pastor is then able to reenter the system with far less 
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anxiety to contribute.

 Harrington, Creech, and Taylor (2003) agree with Richardson, but go on to 

emphasize the important role of reflection upon scripture and the Spirit’s work within 

these practices. Pastors should enter deeply into them because they understand 

themselves and the relational system in which they are embedded and act “on the basis of 

God’s revealed truth rather than from the pressures brought to bear on us by the system”. 

When they seek this knowledge through prayer and solitude with God, then the pastor 

intentionally removes themselves from the anxiety that might be swirling both inside and 

out in order to receive some sort of perspective from the Holy Spirit. When this happens 

“we become more aware of the distinction between emotions and beliefs”43 and can then 

make decisions that align with biblical principles and wisdom, instead of what may be the 

more obvious, but less principled answer that others may be trying to foist upon them. 

 Laird (2006) deepens the understanding of the relationship between self and 

prayer when he illuminates contemplative prayer’s power to foster a more differentiated 

personhood. In his writings he likens a Christian contemplative to “a mountain of God”. 

He explains that the activity of the world around the practitioner, and the rush of thoughts 

and feelings within them, often get mistaken for the concrete substance of self. In reality 

these things “are all patterns of stunning weather. But we are not the weather.” He advises 

that those who pursue God through contemplative prayer will find a deeper sense of 

themselves. “When the mind is brought to stillness we see that we are the mountain and 
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not the changing patterns of weather appearing on the mountain”44. Thus, in temporarily 

seeking out physical and emotional distance from others, pastors are more able to return 

to community and enter into the sort of close-knit intimacy that sometimes threatens to 

overwhelm their sense of self. They do so by reflecting on what is occurring both within 

and without themselves, tracing the boundary lines between the two in light of who God 

says that they are and how he says that they should act. 

 As Christians enter into these practices, not only do they better learn to depend 

upon God and find their identity in him, but pastors also gain a clearer sense of the 

boundaries demarcating their sense of self and others. These issues of how to separate 

emotions from principled beliefs, and how to engage with others while also maintaining 

one’s sense of self, are some of the paramount concerns of everyone tasked with leading 

God’s people. Without their resolution it is difficult to see how a pastor can lead wisely, 

especially when they must juggle the burden of family commitments, the routine duties of 

the pastoral office, and the intermittent crises that regularly fall upon every ministry.    

 In studying how the practices of solitude and prayer intersect with the concept of 

differentiation, it is important to note that there is no quick guarantee of on-going 

spirituality and a further differentiation of self. Michael Kerr has said that working on 

DoS within the life of ministry is like trying to learn how to sail by taking a boat out on a 

lake in a storm45. Instead of seeing spiritual practices as a “quick fix” to our struggles 

with relational anxiety, it is better to conceive of them as the longterm means by which 
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the functional level of DoS in a pastor’s life can grow in organic, and often sporadic, 

ways.  The literature is clear that the process of differentiation also requires one to deal 

deeply with their family of origin, a topic too broad to cover in-depth within this thesis. 

Nevertheless, it is a sad truth that there are many Christian leaders who are also 

emotionally toxic because of unresolved issues within their family of origin. Yet, prayer 

and solitude do play a mitigating role in that immature toxicity. The literature is clear that 

these practices, at least in the short term, factor into helping a person engage in the 

emotional system without getting too lost in its anxiety. In the longterm, these practices 

are part of the means by which the Father uses the Holy Spirit to sustain pastors 

spiritually, sanctifying them so that their life aligns more and more with that of his Son.

Connections of DoS and Christian Theology and Ethics

 For the pastoral theologian attempting to integrate the concept of DoS and 

Christian theology there is a wealth of connections to be mined. Majerus and Sandage 

(2010) note that “The Trinitarian relationship of God provides significant theological 

connections with DoS as a Christian maturity construct” and that the “superimposition of 

the individual and the community that is essential to DoS is expressed in the Trinitarian 

perichoresis”46.  Perichoresis is the “mutually internal and abiding interpenetration of the 

trinitarian persons” which “determines the character both of the divine persons and of 

their unity”47. The perichoretic nature of the Trinity means that each person is fully 

distinct from the other two while simultaneously being permeated by them. Because 
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Father, Son, and Spirit are perichoretic, they are also differentiated, able to be fully 

present with one another, while also maintaining a distinct since of self.  This is why 

Jesus can repeatedly say statements such as, “The Father is in me, and I am in the 

Father” (John 10:38; 14:10-11; 17:21), and why the Apostle Paul can say that the Holy 

Spirit is from God, searches out the depths of God, reveals God, and yet is also a distinct 

person from God (1 Cor. 2:10-12). 

 In conjunction with the differentiated nature of the Trinity, Bavinck (2004) wrote 

that “The glory of the confession of the Trinity consists above all in the fact that that 

unity, however absolute, does not exclude but include diversity. God’s being is not an 

abstract unity or concept, but a fullness of being, an infinite abundance of life, whose 

diversity, so far from diminishing the unity unfolds it to its fullest extent”48. For the 

Persons within the Trinity, the reality of diversity in the midst of unity, sets the stage for 

the differentiated nature of creation, especially as it is reflected in humanity, its image 

bearer. Both biblical anthropology and systems theory recognize that human beings feel 

the pull toward togetherness and individuality. Yet, from a biblical standpoint, the reason 

for this is that reality is derivative of the Trinity. Because people are made in the image of 

someone who is the image of differentiated unity, three persons in one God, there is 

inherently a part of us that longs to be connected to others while remaining distinct from 

them. Thus, healthy human relationships are neither enmeshed nor marked by distance. 

Instead, they reflect the deeply connected, and yet distinct, characteristics of the Trinity. 

Although he was not aware of the concept of DoS, in Life Together Bonhoeffer (1954) 
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picks up on the felt experience of their reality when he highlights patterns of enmeshment 

and distancing that turn upon the axis of a differentiated self, warning,  

Let him who cannot be alone beware of community...Let him who is not in community 
beware of being alone...Each by itself has profound pitfalls and perils. One who wants 
fellowship without solitude plunges into the void of words and feelings, and one who 
seeks solitude without fellowship perishes in the abyss of vanity, self-infatuation, and 
despair.49

 In both biblical anthropology and systems theory, the individual never exists 

alone, but he or she is always a part of several larger wholes. In the biblical world, 

individual identity is nearly always derived in part from what someone belongs to. 

Whether it includes tribes, tongues, nations, races, or families, the larger context is never 

separated from the definition of the individual. Especially when we meet covenantal 

figures like Adam, Noah, David, or Jesus, the individual is often a particular expression 

of the group, and inversely the group is seen as an expression of that individual. Paul 

evokes a similar idea in his epistle to the Ephesians when he describes how, though 

Christians are many, they are all part of one body with Christ as their head. Connected to 

this, when the Apostle Paul refers to a Christian as being “in” Christ, or to himself as 

someone who has been “crucified with Christ”, so that it is “No longer I who live, but 

Christ who lives in me” (Gal.2:20) he is not wiping out the distinctions between a 

Christian and Christ. The personhood of an individual is neither erased nor diminished 

through faith in Jesus. Rather, they are connected, remaining distinct while also inter-

related. 

 In John’s gospel, Jesus himself used an agricultural metaphor of vine and 
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branches when he described the relationship of his being joined to his followers. Just as 

the branches depend upon the vine, drawing their life from it and bearing fruit, so his 

people depend upon him. Vine and branch have a shared existence that is deeply 

connected, and yet there is no dissolution or diminishment of either. They are united and 

yet still maintain their distinctions. To borrow Majerus and Sandage’s language, there is a 

“separate-togetherness” and “together-separateness” that occurs in the union of Christ 

and his people.  In a similar way, when the Spirit redeems and renews a Christian he does 

so by entering into their person. Thus, he is with them in the most intimate of ways, and 

yet the Spirit still maintains a distinct existence from the person of the Christian. In this 

way, Christians experience salvation, sanctification, and glory through being caught up 

into the perichoretic life of the Trinity.

  Because of the relational and principled nature of Christian ethics, they too can 

be framed in terms of DoS. For instance, when asked about about the greatest 

commandment Jesus’ answer is that the love of God and then neighbor is primary. 

However, biblical love is far less about feeling and emotion and far more about 

conscious, deliberate choices made by an individual in relationship with God and others. 

It also does not depend upon the worthiness of the one receiving love, or a person’s 

feelings toward the recipient of love. Instead, Christian love flows from one’s own 

character, and is meant to flow in the same scope and shape as the Christian gospel. This 

becomes even more evident in Jesus’ radical commandment that Christians should seek 

the welfare of their enemies. “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy’, but I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those 

40



who persecute you” (Matt.5:43-44). In DoS terms, his disciples are not allowed to cut off 

from their enemies. Instead, Christ directly commands his disciples to stay connected to 

some of the primary sources of their anxiety and to use their relationship with God to 

seek their peace. 

lb/kardia, shlm, and teleios: and DoS and Biblical Paradigms of Spiritual/Relational 

Integration

 Just from the brief survey above, it should be clear that the connections between 

DoS and Christian theology are wide and deep, since both are concerned with connecting 

to various types of relationships. However, in order to help in the discussion of pastoral 

practice and DoS, it is necessary to turn to the biblical concepts of heart (lb/kardia), shlm, 

and teleios, examining how an exploration of their relationship to each other within the 

framework of DoS might assist a pastor in their, and their congregations, journey toward 

maturity within God’s Kingdom. 

Lb/Kardia

 To begin with, the heart is, in essence, a person’s self—the place through which a 

person meets God’s words and actions.  Whether the Hebrew lb or the Greek kardia, the 

heart is the I of the person (1 Peter 3:4) from which an encounter with God is realized in 

either the positive or the negative sense.  It is the the nucleus around which a person’s life 

orbits (Matt. 6:21), and the headwaters from which all of one’s actions, intentions, and 

thoughts emanate. Though it can have a non-human referent, when used in regard to 

humankind, lb is often used interchangeably with nephesh, the soul, and is the “inmost 
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nature of an individual, known only to God and tested by Him”50; “It is the focus of his 

being and activity as a spiritual personality...Hence it is the also the source and seat of his 

moral and religious life”51—the hub where the spokes of morality, perception, intellect, 

emotion and volition come together in the most secret recesses of the self and from which 

flows our relationship to God, ourselves, and those around us.   

 The essential character of a person’s heart is established very early in life. 

Because of the inherited effects of sin, the human heart is bent away from God (Gen. 

6:6). It is deep (Psm 64:6), and its purposes are like deep water (Prov. 20:5).  It is 

deceitful (Jer.17:9) and unsearchable (Prov.25:3).  Yet, from it flows the springs of life 

(Prov.4:23), and it is in the heart that God has placed eternity (Eccl. 3:11). Because the 

heart is the home of a person in all of their urges, any restoration of relationship with God 

and others must be established in the heart (1 Cor.4:5).  The relational aspect of the heart 

correlates with the DoS approach to maturity as being able to be in relationship with self 

and others, as well as the understanding that as a person grows in their ability to be less 

emotionally reactive they will be able to take more responsibility for their own thoughts, 

feelings, and actions. 

 Because the heart is the central I of a person, without this change the ethical 

requirements for Christian maturity are impossible. Circumcision of the heart is 

demanded (Deut.10:16; Rom.2:29) in order for a person to be in proper relationship with 

God and others (Rom.12; 1 Cor.12; Eph.4-5) but because of the heart’s natural 
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wickedness this is an action which only God can perform by making it new (Ezk 36:26) 

and writing his covenant upon it (Jer.31:33).  Thus, the holistic reform of the heart, or 

self, with its logic, affect, volition, and action, is the necessary component for the sort of 

“separate-togetherness” and “together-separateness” (Majerus and Sandage, 2010) 

envisioned in biblical ethics. Majeurus and Sandage (2010) also note that “Dos provides a 

conceptualization of this so that one may engage the genuine authentic nature of these 

themes of relationship rather than an externalized behavioral approach”52. The reform of 

the heart is one that must impact the whole of a person (Rom.12:1). It cannot simply be a 

cognitive acquiescence to divine realities of judgement and grace. Change must also run 

horizontally to affect regulation and interpersonal balance.  DoS as a concept helps to 

describe the characteristics of the horizontal outworking of this sort of mature self in 

relationship and how it flows from the outworking of divine grace. The biblical view of 

the heart explains the depth of the self and what action God must take in order for that 

self to change. 

Shlm

 The biblical view of redemption is incomplete if it remains centered on the 

individual person. Instead, redemption is concerned with the restoration of humanity and 

creation to God. Tied to this is the reintegration and harmonization of each of these actors 

within the biblical narrative. Often translated as peace, the Hebrew word shlm is a large 

lexical tent under which these restorative concepts are housed. shlm is “a profoundly 

positive concept associated with the notions of intactness, wholeness, and well-being, of 
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the world and humanity” and covers the gamut of politics, law and order, society, fertility, 

as well as personal and national relationship with God. It denotes, “A stable order within 

these individual realms and also between these various realms (that) makes life 

possible”53. The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament adds, ““Peace”, in this case, 

means much more than the absence of war. Rather...completeness, wholeness, harmony, 

fulfillment, are closer to the meaning. Implicit...is the idea of unimpaired relationships 

with others and fulfillment in one’s undertakings”.54 Therefore, to be redeemed from sin 

is to return to a proper relationship not only with God, but also with everything else. It is 

a reintegration, and harmonization, of self with the rest of the world.

 shlm is “the result of God’s activity in covenant” and in many of its occurrences 

“describes the state of fulfillment which is the result of God’s presence”55. It is concerned 

with the deep, systemic connection between every part of creation, and creation to its 

creator—God, land, and covenant community (Wright, 2004)56. Creach (2013) explains 

why there is such a strong connection between heavenly and earthly peace when he cites 

Psalm 72, noting that shlm “which signifies wholeness and “prosperity” in its fullest 

sense, is directly related to righteousness”, because the earth will only “produce and give 

prosperity to the people if the king ensures righteousness”57. Thus, because of the 
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connectedness of spiritual and ethical realities, there is more to peace than the absence of 

violence. Instead, shlm showcases God’s restorative work, and so there is also a strong 

eschatological element to it. The Messiah is identified as the Prince of Peace, who brings 

about the flourishing of creation through his righteous rule over Israel; something which 

the Apostle Paul will later appropriate when he describes Jesus, the Christ, not only as the 

righteousness of God (1 Cor. 1:30), but also as our peace (Eph.2:14)58.

 Tying this to our present concerns of DoS and pastoral ministry, Creech (2019) 

writes about the tightly woven connection between creation, self, and the way that a 

spiritual understanding of DoS helps to bridge the two.  He explains, 

(DoS) is a wholistic effort to become more of a self, to become more of who God created 
me to be...Even as the cells of our body differentiate into various organs and tissues, there 
is a relationship to all of creation. It is when we try to separate ourselves from creation 
that we have the most difficulty seeing differentiation of self as a spiritual journey”59. 

 Thus, shlm is far more than an inner tranquility focused on the individual’s 

experience. Instead, it is a rich harmonization that connects self, God, and the rest of 

creation into a state of restorative peace with one another. Creach’s point is that Bowen’s 

understanding of differentiation helps to describe some key elements of what a seamless 

connection to oneself and the world looks like, and that when Christians approach 

relationship with God without also pursuing relationship with the the wider world then 

they inevitably fail to find the promised peace toward which they strive (Matt.23:23; 1 

John 4:20). Because there are social, emotional, material, and spiritual realities that are 
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restored and brought to unity through Christ’s reconciling work, redemption is always a 

return to shlm.   

Teleios 

 Just as DoS places the end result of a person as being fully able to parse their 

thinking from their feeling and then engaging with others according to well-reasoned 

principle, God has a final, formative destination in mind for his people. In the New 

Testament this is termed as teleios. The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament 

defines the usage of teleios in the New Testament as “mature, whole, perfect, total”, and 

this word stems from the root telos, connoting the ultimate goal of a person or thing60 .  

The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament even connects teleios to the LXX’s 

translation of the Hebrew shlm61, since the biblical view of maturity is relational 

connection and restoration. 

 Teleios was meant to stem from the individual Christian’s relationship to God 

(Matt.22:37; Mark 1:15), which came through the preaching of the mystery of the gospel. 

Through this proclamation the Apostles aimed to “present everyone mature in 

Christ” (Col.1:28). This relational spirituality saw God as present with Christians, and 

even intimately united to them through the work of the Spirit, and yet separate and 

distinct, as well, so that “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col.1:27) would become an 

individual reality that was worked out in the communal life of the church.  Similar to 

Bowen’s understanding of DoS as the lifelong cultivation of a non-anxious presence, for 
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the Christian this teleios was meant to be a lifelong journey on the “way of love” (1 Cor.

12:31) that would not be fully attained in this life, but would only be experienced when 

they entered into glory, seeing God face to face and knowing him fully (1 Cor.13:12). 

 Not only was this way of love encapsulated by the ethical commandments laid out 

by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. The Apostle Paul also commanded mature, 

differentiated actions that required a Christian to do things like rejoicing with those who 

rejoice and mourning with those who mourn (Rom.12:15), or in bearing one another’s 

burdens, and then only a few sentences later declaring that each person will have to bear 

his own load (Gal.6:2; 6:5). As the church grew, maturity came to be seen as maintaining 

unity in the midst of diversity.  This can be seen in Christ’s final prayer for the church 

(John 17:11), the inclusion of gentiles into the church (Matt.28:19-20; Acts 10:44-48), 

and the reality that individual maturity is found only in deep connection to one another as 

all grow up “into him who is the head, into Christ” (Eph.4:11-16). This sort of maturity 

would lead to the ability to persevere in spite of suffering or trials and would lead to more 

wisdom, virtue, and discipline than previously experienced (Rom. 5:1-5; James 1:2-4; 2 

Peter 1:5-11). There are also implications to Christian maturity, such as the necessity of 

serving the poor (Acts 24:17; Rom. 15:26; James 2:1-3)  without enabling idleness (2 

Thes.3:6-12) that require taking a thoughtful, principled stand with the neediest in the 

community. Thus, Majerus and Sandage note (2010),  

Christian maturity allows for taking responsibility for one’s own self, but not at the 
expense of the other person or in a away that seeks to chronically rescue others from their 
maturity process in Christ. This provides for truly transformational learning, where one 
may honor God’s process in the other’s journey toward Christian maturity.62
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 The formation of Jesus’ character in the life of God’s people is the ultimate goal 

toward which Chrstian teleios leads (Rom.8:29; Gal.4:19)  The New Testament authors 

put forth Jesus as not just fully divine, but also as everything that humanity should be 

(Phil.2:6-11). He is the “new Adam”63, the “Second Adam” (Rom.5:17), the “last 

Adam” (1 Cor.15:45-46), “the radiance of the glory of God” (Heb.1:3), and “the one 

mediator between God and men (1 Tim.25).  Therefore, ultimately DoS would be 

expressed in his life (Majerus and Sandage, 2010; Creech, 2019). 

 Because of the limited historical data we have on Jesus’ life one should proceed 

with caution when trying to do a psychological analysis of Jesus64. Nevertheless, a brief 

example of Jesus’ differentiated character shows his ability to purposefully move toward 

what he believes to be God’s will for his life, his crucifixion at the hands of the 

authorities (Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34). He does not succumb to the existential anxiety of 

his impending torture and death (Matt. 26:36-46; John 12:27-28), or the to relational 

anxiety of those closest to him (Mark 8:32-35). Instead, he manages to stay connected to 

his Father, his disciples, and his enemies, while purposefully moving forward with his 

life. As he does so, calls his disciples to take up their own cross and to follow him. His 

cruciform call to discipleship is firm. He does not try to manipulate his listeners or to 

soften his words. Instead, he leaves each to make their own decision about who he is and 

how seriously they will take his commands, something which may reflect his 

differentiated understanding that every hearer must make their own decisions and live 

with the consequences. 
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  Creech (2019) surveys Christ’s actions, teachings, ability to navigate conflict, 

manage his own emotions, remain connected to enemies without being enmeshed in the 

problems of those near to him, and the purposeful stance of his life. He concludes, 

Jesus’s own expression of differentiation enabled him to live fully by his principles, to 
stay connected to family and friends, and to avoid succumbing to the anxiety of the 
world...Commitment to God’s will, or to the Kingdom of God, which Jesus both lived 
and taught his followers, functioned for him as a principle against which he evaluated all 
the relational pressures in his life. Jesus, whose life represents a high level of 
differentiation of self in his earthly relationships, was totally determined by his 
relationship to God. It was this relationship of dependence and obedience to the Father 
that gave Jesus the ability to live a well-differentiated life with other people.65

 Drawing upon his example, teachings, and the assistance of the indwelling Spirit, 

God’s people are to follow in the footsteps of Jesus, looking to him not only as the author 

of their faith but also as its perfecter (Heb.12:2). As such, Jesus‘ life provides the 

boundaries and ultimate aims of his people, defining in his very person the differentiated 

teleios toward which they strive.  As a pastor works to do this both personally and as the 

leader of a congregation, he ought to see growth in his spiritual life as co-equal to 

development psycho-socially. This should be marked by being able to remain connected 

to others, even when their anxiety is high, so that spiritual transformation goes hand-in-

glove with a rich tapestry of complex relationships. The practice of spiritual disciplines 

ought to help us in the lifelong pursuit of Christian maturity in relationship, and as 

leaders of God’s people, pastors ought to understand how and why it is important for 

them to help those in their care understand this. This was the way of Jesus, and it is the 

reality toward which the overlap of the key biblical concepts of leb/kardia, shlm, and 

teleios point and which DoS helps to describe.
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DoS and Christian Spirituality as a counter-balance to Secularism and Pastoral 

Anxiety

 The concept of DoS aids the pastor in seeing that the management of anxiety 

within and without complements the work of Christian spirituality. A minister must 

achieve distance from the emotional system of the congregation in order to know one’s 

own mind, be reminded of the essential principles for action, and remember that the 

pastor answers primarily to God and not the constituents of their ministry, no matter how 

beloved those in their care might be. Without the proper management of relationship first 

to God and then to others, pastors get pushed around by the anxiety within the system, 

getting regulated to a management role, or worse, spiritual and emotional burnout as they 

try to please the religious consumers making demands upon their time and energy.  This 

returns us to one of the key factors facing modern pastors in North America. How to 

manage not only their own emotional formation (the concern of DoS), but also how to 

guide their own spiritual formation as they sail against the headwinds of the secular age? 

The integration of DoS and Christian spirituality provide a key to dealing with both 

problems.  

 In his essay, “A Nation Rich in Natural Resources”, Wendell Berry (1987) puts his 

finger on the morality that the secular imagery conveys by pointing out that the modern 

industrial mindset sees everything as a potentially marketable, monetized resource to be 

exploited. In so doing, it has myopically undervalued the parts of the world, such as the 

soil, that cannot be monetized, even though they play a fundamental role in sustaining 

life. He writes, 
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Common sense suggests that it is not possible to make a good thing out of a bad thing. We can see 
that we cannot prepare a good meal from poor food, produce good food from poor soil, maintain 
good soil without good farming, or have good farming without a proper culture—a culture that 
places a proper value on the proper maintenance of the natural resources, that the needed supplies 
are constantly available.66   

 Berry’s point is that without healthy soil, a nation cannot produce the goods that 

are required for its shared life. However, because our nation has found it impossible to 

place a valuation upon its soil, this is precisely what has happened. Berry believes that we 

have all suffered because of this, and that the problem is not as much about the soil as it 

is about the mindset of those who are tending it. 

 Shifting from agricultural to spiritual grounds, the secular age and its consumerist 

mentality has placed a strong emphasis upon the quantifiable and marketable 

characteristics of a pastor. A minister’s ability to preach, or lead, are the goods that ought 

to spring from the soil of his soul. Yet because it has been impossible to put a valuation 

upon a pastor’s spiritual and emotional health, his soul, this has often been undervalued 

until too late.  Many ministers feel that their spiritual lives have died on the vine. The 

fields of their pastorate lie denuded.  Returning to Chan (2006), this is why “it is not 

uncommon to find the modern theological curriculum dominated by practical subjects 

like counseling, church administration, and leadership. When ministry is defined 

professionally, there is really nothing left in the ministerial profession that distinguishes it 

from the other professions”67. In Berry’s words, “Nothing (and nobody) can then exist 

that is not theoretically replaceable by something (or somebody) more valuable”68.  It is 
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no wonder that so many modern pastors struggle to maintain a sense of vocational 

integrity, as well as emotional stability.   

 While DoS and Christian spirituality are not one and the same, they are mutually 

supportive practices. When combined together they can assist pastors in taking principled 

action in leading others and cultivating the soil of their own soul in spite of latent, secular 

pressures. Summarizing the stance of the leadership of the early church and the way that 

pastors are formed in relationship to God and how this relationship then empowers them 

to lead others, Bealey (2012) warns that when pastors attempt to minister from a sense of 

self that is independent from Christ that they are “falsifying our ministries and deriving 

our power and authority from some other source...In order for our ministries to be 

effective, the virtue of church leaders must be real, but true virtue comes only through 

Christ”69. Hans Boersma (2015) adds more nuance to this idea when he explains Gregory 

of Nyssa’s teleological understanding of humanity as one that is centered upon the 

beatific vision. He warns that when one loses this as their goal it leads to a “spirituality in 

which nothing any longer exceeds the ebb and flow of this-worldy human desires”70.  To 

put it in terms relevant to DoS, when pastors lose the teleios of their lives and ministries, 

not only do they tend to get swept up into the anxiety and concerns flowing through the 

emotional systems in which they minister. Pastors also lose a sense of what their lives and 

are ministries are for—seeking and finding the redemptive presence of God in Christ.  

 In her essay situating John Calvin’s ability to calmly lead Reformation-era 
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Geneva within the practice of his spirituality and the self-understanding that flowed out 

of that, Julie Canlis (2018) points to the practice of meditating upon scripture. She writes, 

Through the Psalms, Calvin discovered that he could not know God unless he knew 
himself; and he could not know himself unless he knew God. Calvin’s sense of “self” 
became profoundly marked by the presence of another. While this is far removed from 
the modern therapeutic quest, it is not far from Augustine’s Noverim te, noverim me!—let  
me know Thee, O God; let me know myself!71 

Thus, Calvin’s spirituality and his ability to lead from a non-anxious sense of self seemed 

to fit hand-in-glove. 

 The experience of needing to use spiritual practices in order to till the soil of his 

soul so that he could effectively lead was not limited to Calvin. Sing-Cheung Li (2018), 

in his description of Jonathan Edward’s New York pastorate, quotes the pastor-

theologian, explaining, 

He aspired to be a preacher who was “very conversant with the Scriptures,” “much in 
seeking God, and conversant with him in prayers, who is the fountain of light and love”, 
so that in his own ministry he might become “both a burning and a shining light”.72 

 What Edwards understood was that before he could do anything for God, his 

identity and character had first to be conformed into something that resembled God’s 

character. In order to be a light, he had to become like the Light. Or to put it another way, 

in order to find his life, he first had to lose it. The example of Edwards draws out the 

ontological direction to which both spiritual practice and DoS point the pastor. In so 

doing, they present a strong rebuke to the more modern tendency of seeing Christian 

leadership as primarily about doing, building, or knowing. Rather, it makes the source of 
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effective ministry leadership, the pastor’s understanding of self as depending upon and 

being shaped by the presence of God. 

 The modern emphasis on activity for Christ is often shaped as much by the 

expectations and mindset of consumerist, secular culture as it is born out of the anxious 

response to some unmet developmental need of the pastor (Richardson, 2005), or the 

anxiety roiling the emotional system in which the pastor exists. While there is certainly a 

good amount of technique required in any leadership position, especially pastoral 

ministry, the subjects of DoS and spiritual practice bring out the reality that in the title 

“Christian leader” the noun really is modified by the adjective. As pastors are able to 

integrate Christian spirituality and the concept of DoS they can come to better understand 

why fostering the disciplines of prayer, solitude, and meditation on scripture can help to 

create a healthy pastorate where they and their congregants can thrive regardless of 

consumerist market forces.

 Weathering the storms of pastoral leadership requires that ministers be fully 

immersed in their identity in Christ, understanding that working on their continued 

spiritual and emotional development is as much a part of God’s redemptive work in their 

lives as it is a necessary requirement of their vocation. Otherwise, Christian ministry 

quickly becomes an exercise in activity and knowledge. Instead of rich growth in 

character, sense of self, and profound intimacy with God a pastor can lose themselves in 

their role. The irony is that when this happens to pastors who have completely given 

themselves up to the work of ministry, they end up being of little good to the people to 

which they are ministering. In the end, the very thing that they had so deeply desired slips 
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between their fingers. In order to avoid this pastors need to deal with the reality that the 

integration between Christian spirituality and DoS teaches. That life with God and others 

is not about enmeshment or relational distance, but in how to be with Christ, drawing life 

and identity from his presence, power, and concerns. When this happens a pastor can then 

be with the people that God has called them to serve. 

 In the next chapter, I will attempt a DoS reading of Matthew 14:13-23. As I do so, 

I intend to delve deeper into how Christian theology and spiritual practices can help with 

the practice of pastoral ministry, further fleshing out possible solutions to the issues of 

navigating self and others in a secular age.
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III.Exegetical Approach to Integrating DoS and Pastoral Ministry: Analyzing 

Matthew 14:13-23 through the lens of DoS

 Having introduced the prospect of relating DoS and Christian spirituality in the 

practical field of pastoral ministry, and shown where they intersect, as well as diverge, it 

is time to explore how these concepts can enrich the reading of scripture. The goal of this 

section is to further ground these topics in the bedrock of Matthew’s gospel, specifically 

Christ’s ministry to and through his disciples in Matthew 14:13-23. Assisted by this 

grounding, it will be possible to draw further connections between DoS and spiritual 

practice within pastoral ministry, showing how an understanding of the two subjects can 

understand themselves in relation to God and their vocation. Armed with this knowledge, 

the goal is to to further help ministers navigate the anxiety that attends the internal and 

external demands of the pastorate. 

The Hermeneutical Integration of BFST and Scripture

 As we approach the pericope of Matthew 14 with the intention of understanding 

how DoS can help the careful reader to gain more insight into what this text says about 

pastoral ministry, the question of hermeneutics arises. How is systems theory, which is a 

relatively new psycho-social approach to understanding human beings and the groups 

they form, a valid hermeneutic of scripture? It is a relevant discussion before we 

transition into reading the pericope at hand. 

 In Soul and Psyche Wayne Rollins (1999) makes the case that going as far back as 

Justin Martyr theologians have been reading the bible through a psychological lens. He 

goes on to define biblical psychology as the study of the biblical perspective on the 
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origin, nature, pathology, health, and destiny of the human psyche or soul73. 

Hermeneutical approaches that take into account human psychology are not new, and 

those who are aiming to use a psycho-social approach, such as DoS, to help interpret 

scripture are, in fact, treading on well-worn ground. 

 Creech (2019) articulates his justification for using a psycho-social interpretation, 

“Since the Bible contains accounts of human behavior, it is appropriate for interpreters to 

bring questions from the fields of sociology, anthropology, and psychology, well”74. 

Friedman (1999) makes a similar argument when he says that essential to the concepts of 

Bowenian theory is the universality of the ways that close-knit groups of people interact 

regardless of time, place, or culture. The universality of a theory is part of its appeal, and 

if readers understand the Bible as a text that, though written to a specific time and place, 

makes universal claims about the nature of humanity, the cosmos, and God, then it is fair 

to expect that a theory like Bowen Family Systems Theory (BFST) would be able to 

provide some insight into how to read it. How then, should they go about this? 

 In her survey of contemporary hermeneutics and its relation to modern 

psychological perspectives, Sandra M. Schneider (1991) argues that so long as the 

interpreter respects the cultural distance between the authors of scripture and his or 

herself , “the fact that the human and personality sciences are modern developments that 

were unknown to the biblical authors does not invalidate their use in interpretation”75. 
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Schneider goes on to articulate a four-part criteria for evaluating psychological 

approaches, making the case that in order for a psychological reading to be valid it cannot 

only be a cogent theory in itself. It must also 1) produce explanations that are as good as 

or better than those derived from more traditional methods; 2) explain the whole of the 

texts rather than isolated fragments; 3) reveal aspects of the text that have previously 

been invisible or answer questions that have heretofore resisted solution; and 4) if the 

data they produce accords with the solidly established data of previous investigation76. 

Schneider’s concerns are legitimate, and a hermeneutic that uses the pyscho-social 

approach of BFST must be able to answer them. 

 In her work on reading scripture through the hermeneutic of systems, Kamila 

Blessing (2010) lays out two basic rules for applying systems theory as a hermeneutic 

method of reading scripture. The first rule is that because systems theory is a valid 

understanding of the world and the way that people operate, it is appropriate to infer its 

operation among biblical people, even though scripture often does not contain emotional 

information per se. The second rule that Blessing puts forth shapes the way that we can 

apply the first rule. This second rule states, “It is absolutely insupportable to infer actions 

or emotions that cannot be found or supported in the text. Very close attention to what it 

actually says is the first and most important step”77. Thus systems theory is valid, but this 

usage should be tempered by restricting ourselves to only what is in the text. A close 

reading is always advisable, but the practice of eisegesis is not. 
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 Blessing goes on to add that from her perspective there are two advantages to 

using systems theory as a hermeneutic—one of insight and the other of ease. The first 

advantage is that as a systems analyst Blessing has seen that a systemic look at any social 

phenomenon “yields insight that cannot be found in any other way, and often reveals 

inner dynamics that are otherwise invisible”78. The second advantage is that, in contrast 

to a say a Freudian or Jungian reading of scripture, a person does not have to hone 

psychoanalytic skills in order to read through a family systems lens. Instead, with a 

careful reading of the text and a decent, working knowledge of family systems that 

follows the hermeneutical rules that Blessing lays out, one can gain deeper insight into 

the way that the biblical characters operate. Her point is that a systemic hermeneutic is 

not trying to provide a why to human interactions. That would be trying to attain 

information that is simply not available. However, this way of reading scripture is 

striving to get a clearer sense of the what, how, and when of the ways that the biblical 

figures interact with one another, and how, in turn, the text is at work in the reader. 

 Quoting again from Schneider, “So long as the interpreter does not attribute to the 

author or the biblical characters conscious concerns that neither could have had”79 the use 

of a psychological or social theory to interpret a text is not invalidated.  Systems theory 

as a hermeneutic is valid so long as one adheres to Schneider’s requirements, maintaining 

a close reading of a text and sticking to the information available, rather than inserting 

meaning or intention that is not present. As Blessing has shown in her work, when used 

appropriately, a systems hermeneutic can provide insights otherwise unavailable to the 
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reader, and it can do so across broad pericopes instead of just a few isolated verses. In 

fact, as shall be seen from what follows, the application to longer narratives, where one is 

better able to see a wide diversity of interactions between characters, provides quite a few 

additional gains. 

 In his attempt to show the benefits of a BFST approach to reading scripture, 

Robert Creech (2019) agrees with Blessing, but adds an additional six “foundational 

assumptions” for reading the Bible with a BFST approach. These are 

1) Questions raised by BFST regarding human behavior are normally asked in the context 

of living, accessible families or individuals. Interpreters must acknowledge that 

working with texts and not people requires even more interpretation than usual. 

2) Similar to the way that modern medicine’s classification of the human heart is different 

from the Bible’s understanding of a person’s kardia, though both are making an 

accurate description of reality and both have a contribution to make regarding 

someone’s overall health, so “we must assume that terms in one realm or field of 

study...do not automatically equate with terms in another”. Because both fields are 

attempting to accurately describe people and their relationship to reality, BFST and 

Christian theology have some overlap. However, according to Creech, “Part of the 

interpreter’s task is to help the biblical text and theory come to terms with each other”. 

One must be well enough versed in both fields to bridge the divide between the two, 

interpreting them to one another and the potential reader so as to avoid inaccuracy or 

confusion.
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3) For someone attempting to bridge the biblical text and BFST, “BFST can supply 

questions and concepts for us to bring to bear on texts which we may better understand 

human behavior by thinking through the presence of anxiety, the fusion between 

characters, the togetherness force, and the family emotional processes such as conflict, 

distance, overfunctioning/underfunctioning, and triangles”. BFST can cast a new light 

on old texts, drawing out dynamics that may have been present, but overlooked, 

because previous readers lacked the categories necessary to see them. This will 

become particularly important later, as we use the BFST concept of DoS to do a 

reading of Matthew 14:13-23. 

4) Because BFST is an overarching theory that attempts to describe how human 

relationships function, “We can apply BFST to a variety of biblical, literary forms, not 

just stories”. The genres of prophecy, poetry, or apocalypse may not lend themselves as 

easily to a BFST reading. However, regardless of the genre, every biblical text exists 

as a functional fact and has an implicit story behind it. All good interpretation asks the 

questions, “Who wrote this and why?” These are questions that BFST can help to 

answer with a depth and breadth that may have been lacking in previous 

interpretations. Thus, we assume that narrative is not the only genre open to a BFST 

reading of scripture.

5) Interpreters “must proceed deliberately and slowly”, taking care that they have 

understood the realms of both BFST and Bible/Christian theology. Otherwise, they run 

the risk of hastily jumping to conclusions, making connections that simply do not 

exist. In critiquing the work of another practitioner of a systems theory hermeneutic 
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and the Bible, Creech warns that “To revise terminology can easily lead to speaking of 

Bowen theory but applying an amalgam assembled by the interpreter”80. Interpreters 

must ensure that they have understood biblical concepts in addition to BFST well 

enough to provide a close reading that leads to clear insights grounded in both fields.

6) Because one theory approaches relationships from a naturalistic perspective and the 

other from a theological one, “BFST and biblical theology understand the human 

dilemma differently”. Much of the work of the previous section relates to this final 

point, but it is worth reiterating. Because both are taking principles that are universal 

to humanity, they have something to contribute to the quest for wisdom in relationship 

to God, self, and others. Yet, the starting point of one is the nature of the Triune God 

and the way that humanity bears his image. The other begins with the belief that 

people are the product of a very long, random process of evolution. An interpreter of 

the two is not simply translating from one technical field to another. They are also 

moving from one worldview to a completely different one, showing how there are 

significant instances of overlap, as well as differences in their assumptions about the 

problems of the human condition and its solution81.   

  Each of these principles and assumptions are important for a nuanced hermeneutic 

that combines DoS and scripture. However, scanning the survey of what those in the field 

have written regarding what are appropriate hermeneutical principles, there are several 

that stand out as being particularly important for the following exegetical work on 

Matthew 14:13-23. Boiling down the insights of the literature in order to meet 
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Schneider’s requirements to provide better explanations and deeper insights than previous 

theories, while remaining consistent with already established information, it is the 

recommendation of this exegete that one must do the following: 

1) Remain within the limits of the text itself. Inferences can be made, so long as those are 

demonstrable from the text, and so long as they are in accord with Bowen’s theory. 

Eisegesis is unacceptable, especially when it comes to what emotions might exist 

between biblical figures. To do otherwise runs the risk of the exegete reading their own 

cultural and emotional experience into the text, speaking things for it that were never 

there, instead of listening in order to interpret to the wider world.

2) DoS and the Bible begin and end in different worldviews. One is naturalistic, and the 

other is theistic. They have different views of human maturity, and a different 

understanding of what causes immaturity and brokenness in human relationships. 

However, biblical theology and DoS have strong areas of compatibility, especially in 

the way that they can provide insight into the work of pastoral ministry.  Because 

Bowen was concerned with describing how human relationships function, and because 

ministry is so deeply relational, the careful reader can pick through the areas of 

disagreement in order to find creative approaches to congregational leadership that is 

both theologically coherent and relationally mature.

3) Exegesis that combines both Christian theology and DoS involves a conversation 

between two different fields of knowledge. Each of these fields has major figures, 

concepts and technical jargon that need explaining, and deeply held concerns that mark 

the ends to which that field is striving. Sometimes, as in the words “anxious” or 
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“anxiety”, one field of knowledge has a particular meaning for a word that the other 

field does not share. The work of the interpreter is to know both subjects well enough 

that they can do the work of bridging the two, so that the finished product is coherent, 

squaring truly with each one, and providing deeper insights into the text and the field 

of pastoral theology than either DoS or a purely theological approach could do on their 

own. 

Guided by the assumptions and principles outlined above, we can now move towards a 

reading of Matthew 14:13-23 that combines that insights of both BFST and Christian 

theology.

Analyzing Matthew 14:13-23

 Having introduced the prospect of relating DoS and Christian spirituality in the 

practical field of pastoral ministry, and shown where they intersect, as well as diverge, it 

is time to explore how these concepts can enrich our reading of scripture. The goal of this 

section is to further ground these topics in the bedrock of Matthew’s gospel, specifically 

Christ’s ministry to and through his disciples in Matthew 14:13-23. Assisted by this 

grounding, it is possible to draw further connections between DoS and spiritual practice 

within pastoral ministry, showing how an understanding of the two subjects can help 

practitioners of Christian ministry to navigate the anxiety that attends the internal and 

external demands of the pastorate. The goal of what follows is to use Matthew 14:1-23 to 

examine the possibilities that arise through their intersection, parsing out the priority of a 

differentiated Christian leadership as it is formed by Jesus, in contrast to either King 

Herod, or the disciples. With this in hand, it is possible to then start to grasp towards key 
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aspects of how this text relates to DoS and pastoral theology and practice in ministry.

Examining the Pericope from Herod’s Perspective

 To begin with, what sort of leadership does King Herod display in this pericope? 

At a first reading it may appear like the story of John the Baptist’s death is not very well 

connected to the rest of the gospel. Matthew 13 ends with Jesus teaching several parables 

and then being rejected at Nazareth. Matthew 14 immediately opens up with a seeming 

non sequitar, recounting the death of John the Baptist at the hands of Herod. However, 

the story of John’s imprisonment and death under King Herod establishes and highlights 

several key themes found within Jesus’ miracle of loaves.

 In regards to connecting John the Baptist and Jesus, the capriciousness and 

injustice of John’s death at the hands of Herod foreshadows Christ’s own death82. In fact, 

both John and Jesus’ destinies are so intertwined that right from the beginning Herod 

mistakes one for the other (14:2). The connection between the two extends to the 

vocabulary of their imprisonment, as well. The repetition of κρατέω, to seize, lay hold of, 

occurs in both John the Baptist and Jesus’ arrests (14:3; 26:48, 50, 57), and additionally 

neither Herod nor Pilate are men in full control of their prisoners fates. Herod “was sorry, 

but because of his oaths and his guests” (14:9) he has John beheaded. Pilate argues with 

the blood-thirsty crowd, “Why? What evil has he done?”83 (27:23), but he quickly 

acquiesces to its demands, claiming that he is innocent in the matter. Like Herod, he feels 

that he cannot help but give in to the demands of those below him. The abdication of 

authority on the part of Herod and Pontius Pilate leads to the death of both prophet and 
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messiah. Just as John and Jesus’ deaths parallel one another, so too do the actions of those 

who carry out their victims’ demise. 

 The scene with Herod shows a king driven by the desires of those around him. 

Although he is a king, and so should be the most free, because of his inability to 

differentiate between his own desires and the desires of those around him, he lacks the 

agency to lead with any sort of principle or moral authority. In the case of John, he 

imprisoned the prophet, not for himself, but “for the sake of Herodias, his brother Philip’s 

wife” (14:3). Though he wants to put John to death, he does not, because “he feared the 

people” (14:5). Yet, when he does execute John, it is not because he has taken a just, or 

even well-reasoned, position, but because he made a hasty, foolish oath to his step-

daughter. It is evident from Matthew’s text that though Herod immediately regrets his 

vow, he feels compelled to carry out the prophet’s grisly execution. And so, “The king 

was sorry, but because of his oaths and his guests he commanded (John’s head) to be 

given” (14:9). If he did not behead John, what would everyone else say or think? The 

anxiety is too much for the king to contend against. Herod is an example of someone who 

simply cannot say no to the emotional forces that others are exerting upon his sense of 

self. Simply put, Herod’s wickedness is tied to his acting out of his anxious, 

undifferentiated self. Within Matthew’s pericope, this weak sense of self provides the 

means by which he commits grievous sin, continues the pattern of Israel’s leaders killing 

God’s representatives, and establishes the reason for Christ’s withdrawal to pray.

 Peter Steinke writes that “(DoS) is about balancing two life forces—individuality 
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and togetherness—when interacting with others”84. When one of these forces dominates 

then the person, congregation, family, or group become imbalanced. Either they 

experience emotional fusion or emotional cutoff. In the case of emotional fusion, one 

loses their sense of self to another person, or the group. It is an automatic response, as 

opposed to cooperation, which is chosen. Steinke elaborates on the term,

(Emotional fusion) occurs when one person dominates and the other dissolves into 
subservience or when both are “nice” to one another to tighten the bond or when each 
functions to take care of the others feelings...When premium is placed on harmony, 
acceptance, and belonging, people resist information that might disturb their peace. No 
one wants to speak the truth”85. Friedman gives a gloss definition of differentiation as the 
capacity “to say “I” when others are demanding “you” and “we”.86 

 In the case of Herod, it is evident that he is an example of a leader who has 

become enmeshed in the emotional processes within and without his person. In the face 

of the expectations and demands of those with whom he is involved, Herod loses his 

sense of “I”, and his selfhood dissolves into the desires of those around him. He functions 

anxiously and reactively to his wife and his subjects, losing himself in their demands. 

When this happens, it costs the Baptist his head. 

Examining the Pericope from the Disciples’ Perspective

 In contrast to the despotic king, the disciples lack of DoS leads to a different sort 

of enmeshment. They also present a tendency towards inaction when they, like every 

ministry leader at some point, are overwhelmed by the needs of those around them. This 

is more than an over-reliance on themselves and their own resources, as it is often 

presented. It is true that the issue of having faith in themselves versus having faith in 
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Christ, is certainly at play here. However, alongside of that it seems likely that they are 

having an emotional and relational reaction to Jesus‘ command to give the crowds 

something to eat. That is to say that it is possible that the disciples response to the anxiety 

produced by Christ’s demand to provide and the neediness of those they are called to 

serve is to create a sort of distance hidden in pragmatism. As tends to happen when 

selfhood is in question and anxiety rises, here the potential for differentiated action within 

each individual seems to be taken over by a collective sense of identity, leading to 

collective resistance and inaction. And while this collective herding may simply be the 

happenstance of Matthew’s writing, since he knew nothing of DoS, in the case of the 

anxiety produced by the crowds and Christ’s command to feed them, there do not appear 

to be any longer individuals within the group known as the disciples. Instead, Peter, 

James, John, and the others seem to now simply be acting as a combined unit, the 

disciples. As their selfhood wanes, so too does their ability to act responsibly in accord 

with Jesus‘ commands.  

 Matthew draws this out through several small details. To begin with, none of the 

disciples seems to acting as an individual. They are already thinking and participating in 

the events of the day as a collective. They are in the vicinity of Christ as he withdraws to 

pray, and they are with him as he teaches throughout the day, but it is not clear what they 

are doing while Jesus is ministering to those around him. The crowd’s neediness seems to 

produce some sort of anxiety and withdrawal from the disciples. This raises the question 

of whether or not they are in sync with their leader.  Furthermore, when the day of 

teaching and healing ends, they urge Jesus to send the crowds away by highlighting the 
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place and time. It is both remote and late (14:15). This prompts them to give the 

command to Jesus to “send the crowds away to go into the villages and buy food for 

themselves” (14:15). On the surface, what they present appears imminently reasonable.  

However, the disciples commanding their rabbi to do something should be an immediate 

hint that there is something out of balance within them. Through their conversation on 

food in verses 16-18, Matthew draws out how out of step the disciples and Christ are. 

Take note of how each verse begins with an ὁ δὲ/οἱ δὲ that creates an adversative force, 

occurring three times in a row.

“But Jesus said to them, They have no need to go away; you yourselves give them 

something to eat.” 

“But they said to him, “We have only five loaves here and two fish.” 

“But he said, “Bring them here to me”87.

 Jesus presses them to care for the crowds by emphasizing their stake in the 

situation, “you yourselves” (14:16). As he does so, he drives them to understand how 

locked into a posture of self-reliance they are. In response, the disciples put forward their 

small resources as a way of indicating how impossible it is for them to do anything.  At 

first glance, their response appears to be a doubling down on the sort of rationalism that 

looks at the facts and seems reasonable.  However, when viewed through the lens of DoS, 

another facet of the situation is exposed. It may be that the anxiety that they feel over the 

impossibility of his command leads to withdrawal on their part.

 Regarding the distance that leaders create when anxiety arises, Peter Steinke 
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writes that “Leaders opt at times for sheer neglect or denial to alleviate emotional 

discomfort, as if inattention could disable incredibly strong forces”88. Roberta Gilbert 

adds that “when anxiety elevates, humans will tend to fight, flee, freeze, or caretake”89. In 

the case of the disciples, there appears to be both flight and a sort of frozenness. If Herod 

presents a model of leadership that is despotic and emotionally enmeshed with his guests, 

then the disciples show us leaders who react to the anxiety created by the neediness 

around them by attempting to establish distance between themselves and those whom 

they are called to serve. Because they cannot help everyone, they help no one, and so 

they are impotent. Certainly there is an air of unbelief and incredulity at Christ’s request, 

but there is also a lack of a self that is differentiated enough not to seek its identity within 

the collective withdrawal of the larger group of disciples.  Similar to Matthew’s portrayal 

of the crowds, they do not act as individuals, but as a collective. No one stands up as an 

individual, not even the main figure that we are used to seeing as a representative actor 

for the others, Peter. Instead they seem to share a collective identity, one which balks at 

Christ’s command in herd-like unbelief. 

Examining the Pericope from Christ’s Perspective

 If emotional enmeshment with his guests and the selfish abuse of power is one 

option, and emotional enmeshment with one another and a paralyzed, distancing realism 

is another, then Jesus presents a third way. To begin with when Jesus hears of the death of 

his cousin John, he acts according to his own needs as an individual, doing a double 
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withdrawal from the outside world, going to a desolate place, and then getting in a boat 

on a lake (v.13). In Mark’s gospel, the reason given for why they withdraw after John’s 

death is that the disciples are weary from ministering and Jesus wants them to rest (Mark 

6:31). However, Matthew does not mention anything about the disciples’ needs. Instead, 

he wants to draw out Jesus’ own desire for solitude, one which is grounded in the news of 

his cousin’s demise. Yet the evangelist does not illuminate for his readers the full reason 

for Jesus’ aim in seeking solitude until he concludes the miracle in v.23, “And after he 

had dismissed the crowds he went up on the mountain by himself to pray”. 

 Yet, if Jesus’ initial desire to be alone was to pray, then one must ask themselves, 

why does Jesus allow himself to be interrupted by the crowds like this? It is certainly a 

reasonable thing to need to care for oneself through solitary prayer, especially if one 

wants to mourn the death of a family member—or to look to God for help against 

something as terrifying as the certainty of your own execution upon a Roman cross. Yet 

Jesus seems to be driven by a different sort of motivation, one that even trumps the 

legitimacy of his own needs. What is it? And how is it shaped by his own differentiated 

self?

 Matthew tells us that Jesus saw the crowds and felt “compassion on them and 

healed their sick” (v.14). The verb that we translate as compassion is ἐσπλαγχνίσθη, 

means pity welling up from one’s innermost being, literally a yearning in the guts. The 

sense here is that when Jesus sees the crowds, he deeply desires to help them. Earlier, 

Matthew’s gospel described a similar scene of a crowd that Jesus gazes upon, using 

ἐσπλαγχνίσθη to connect the reason that he feels so deeply for the people before him, 
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saying “they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (9:36). Judging 

from the healing miracles that Jesus performs in chapter 14, and their later hunger, it is 

not hard to surmise that there are strong similarities between the crowd of chapter 9 and 

the crowd of chapter 14 when Jesus comes upon them. Like the earlier crowd, the one 

that Christ meets after hearing of John’s death is also in need of aid in this desolate place.

 Furthermore, it is important to note that ἐσπλαγχνίσθη is the verb that is used in 

two of Jesus’ most famous parables, the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) 

and the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) to describe the actions of the main 

characters towards the suffering and the lost. There ἐσπλαγχνίσθη is used to describe the 

response of the Good Samaritan when he sees the wounded man upon the road, as well as 

the Good Father when he sees his lost son returning from the far country. When we 

consider the way that Matthew and Luke utilize ἐσπλαγχνίσθη it becomes apparent that it 

is a verb that the evangelists saw as describing Christ’s heart towards the erring, weak, 

and wounded. When he sees such as these, Jesus is compelled to come to the aid of the 

crowds. 

 All of this raises the question of, is Christ’s compassion, then, not just another 

form of emotional enmeshment? When we see that his compassion drives him, how can 

we help but think that he is not falling into the same trap that captures many in the 

helping professions, where he loses himself in his need to help others? Kerr and Bowen 

raise the issue this way, “A difficult question to resolve when attempting to be more of a 

self is whether one’s effort is based mostly on emotional reactivity to others 

(undifferentiation) or mostly on a thoughtfully determined direction for oneself 
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(differentiation)”90. In the case of Christ’s compassion for the crowd, does his action 

come a weak sense of self that simply leads to more moral results than Herod and his 

disciples? Or is it a thoughtful action determined by Christ?

 In regards to the issue of differentiation within the context of ministry, Lawrence 

Matthews explains that, “[Ministry] involves knowing where one ends and others begin. 

Staying in one's own head, thinking one's own thoughts, taking responsibility for one's 

own theology and allowing others to do the same”91. Even a cursory reading of the 

gospels reveal that this sort of knowing is a hallmark of Christ’s ministry.  In this 

pericope, Jesus acts compassionately here, but there are other examples in Matthew’s 

gospel when he teaches in parables in order to bring greater judgment upon hard-hearted 

religious leaders (13:10-15), doesn’t help someone simply because they are needy 

(15:21-28), allows others to go away sorrowful and without the answers that they had 

hoped to receive (19:22), or even challenges them by violently upsetting their standard 

practices (21:12-13). He decides when, who, and how to help, and he does so based upon 

his understanding of the given situation and how the character and purposes of the God of 

Israel ought to best be displayed there. As has already been made evident in the previous 

section on Christ’s differentiated personhood, Jesus is a miraculously high-functioning 

person. Why, then, does he choose to help here?

 As we have already pointed out this whole scene stands beneath the shadow of the 

cross that is to come. When he hears of John’s death, a quiet place to pray and spend time 
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with his Father in light of his impending fate seems to be the longing of Christ’s heart. 

Yet, when his compassion for the crowds overrides his desire for his own spiritual and 

emotional well-being, there is a second act of foreshadowing. Yes, Jesus’ death will lack 

both dignity and justice, coming from the hands of a corrupt ruler, but it will also be 

something that Jesus willingly, and thoughtfully, takes upon himself in order to care for 

those who are most harassed and helpless, “like sheep without a shepherd”.

 Framed in this way, what is drawn out in the miracle of the loaves is the 

connection between Christ’s character and work, and the way that both are motivated by 

Jesus’ principled understanding of God’s hesed, his unbreakable, covenant love, and his 

own identity as the messiah whose role it is to work out that love amongst his people.  

This is the principle guiding his life and action, and from which he choses to act or not 

act based upon the needs of the situation. 

 Commentators have pointed out that one of the central concerns of Matthew’s 

gospel is to help the reader understand that Jesus is Immanuel, God with us. As such he is 

present in their concerns, dwelling with them in a perfectly differentiated way without 

coercion, enmeshment, or withdrawal. Stories such as this one illuminate for the reader 

what exactly it means for God to do so. At this point it is worth noting that the crowd also 

appears as a sort of character in both Matthew 14 and Matthew 27. In Matthew 14 it is 

the object of Christ’s compassion, but in Matthew 27 it is one of the chief causes of his 

death, crying out, “His blood be upon us and our children” (27:25). Through his 

interaction with the crowd in both scenes, Matthew elevates the heights of Christ’s 

principled compassion, since it was at play in his final moments too. In Jerusalem, like at 
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the wilderness at the edge of Gennesaret, his compassion does not spring from anything 

in the crowds of humanity that stretch before him. Rather, his drive to help, even at great 

cost to himself, leaps forth from his own sense of self in relation to his divinely appointed 

role as Suffering Servant. Since Matthew sets up Jesus’ withdrawal to pray as a response 

to his cousin’s death, it seems fair to read his movement towards prayer in this story as an 

effort to remain true to his purposes as messiah of God’s people. Although we cannot 

know the content of Jesus’ final prayer to his Father in 14:23, if it was a prayer for the 

strength to accept his paradoxical role as suffering king and walk the road to Golgotha, 

then it certainly appears to have been answered in the positive. 

 Therefore, God’s salvation worked out through the compassion of Jesus as 

Immanuel is arguably the great principle of Christ’s work in this pericope. Unlike the 

disciples he does not withdraw, and unlike Herod he is not enmeshed. Instead, Jesus 

initiates this miracle with the crowds, balancing through action both his thinking, rational 

mind and his driven, heart-felt compassion. Returning to Kerr and Bowen, 

“Differentiation does not insist that others change, and it is not contingent upon anyone’s 

cooperation...Differentiation is a product of a way of thinking that translates into a way of 

being”92. Jesus was not pressed into his action. It simply flowed out of who he was and 

how he was in relation to others. No one expected or anticipated his teaching the crowds, 

much less the miracle of the loaves and fish. Many, in all likelihood, still not did not 

believe that Jesus was the Christ, even after being with him that day. However, by 

grounding this miracle in his compassion towards the crowds, Matthew’s point seems to 
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be that this is simply the character of the messiah, and that the miraculous care of God’s 

people is simply part and parcel of what it is to be with him.

 Historically, Christianity has believed that Christ’s humanity is as much a part of 

his incarnation as his divinity. As such, he was as susceptible as any other person to 

sensing the anxiety of those around him. Tied to this is the reality that since a person’s 

differentiation exists on a continuum that can fluctuate based upon the emotional stress 

and anxiety that they experience, it is also logical that as a human being, Jesus is not 

immune to the anxiety produced by pain, temptation, or foreshadowed suffering. He is 

not a Stoic, and the gospel writers are clear that he does, in fact, feel deeply the hardships 

that he experiences in his life. The writer of Hebrews even makes it apparent that it is not 

in spite of, but because of, his having endured these things that Christ is qualified to act 

on behalf of his people (Heb.2:17-18). 

 Looking at Christ’s prayer life through the lens of incarnated differentiation, the 

suggestion should be made that not only is the Son communing with the Father, but that 

as a human being he is also using the practice of prayer to turn to the Father and gain a 

clearer sense of himself apart from the anxiety framing this moment of his life. 

 Creech (2019) takes up a similar thought when outlining the differentiated 

character of Christ, saying that when analyzed by the concept of DoS, Jesus’ life 

represents an extraordinarily high level of differentiation, and that despite what many 

secular critics have said about the religious, Christ’s life, at least, is an example of 

someone whose existence was framed by dependence upon God and yet operated at the 

highest levels of emotional and relational maturity. According to Creech, Christ’s 
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relationship, his understanding of himself and his commitment to live all of his life in 

obedience to what he understood to be his Father’s will was what “gave Jesus the ability 

to live a well-differentiated life with other people”93. 

 Again, because of the way that Matthew uses foreshadowing in the story of John’s 

death, it is logical to assume that the whole purpose of Christ retreating to this desolate 

place was to pray (v.23) in order to return to the touchstone of his well-differentiated life, 

his relationship with the Father. Understood in this way, the miracle of the loaves occurs 

within that prayer’s interruption, and yet is also connected to its aim of the outworking of 

God’s character through the person of Christ. While it’s impossible to know from the text 

what the contents of Jesus’ prayer were, if it was anything like what Matthew records 

between Father and Son at Christ’s baptism (3:17), at his offer of rest for the weary 

(11:25-27), the Transfiguration (17:5), or at Gethsemane (26:36-42), then surely it was 

rooted in a deep sense of intimacy and familiarity, where Jesus’ identity as his Father’s 

beloved was affirmed in such a way that he was empowered to love and obey through his 

experience of it. When the miracle is framed in this fashion, we can start to see the ways 

that DoS and Christian spiritual practices can work together to help those who live a life 

of ministry maintain their sense of self in the midst of unexpected or chaotic situations.

Pastoral Lessons from the Pericope 

  When the pitfalls of pastoral leadership are cast in terms of enmeshment, 

distancing, and differentiation, the stark difference between Matthew’s portrayal of 

Herod, the disciples, and Jesus provides more nuance for the careful reader, as well as 
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both warning and hope to the pastor as he attempts to lead. The despot lives fused to 

others, and so he gets swept up in the emotion of his guests. In the process, Herod’s 

leadership is exposed as selfish, decadent, weak, and ultimately murderous. The disciples 

see the crowds and experience anxiety at the possibility of taking care of their needs. In 

order to not get lost in the demands of those around them, their weak sense of self leads 

them to seek distance and to lose themselves in the identity of the group.  Jesus, on the 

other hand, is able to rise above the situation by not getting pulled into the anxiety 

swirling around him. He maintains a sense of self in spite of the pain of his cousin’s 

death, the likely anxiety of his impending death, and the needs of those around him. In 

contrast to Herod’s debauched birthday party, by feeding more than 5,000 people, Jesus 

throws a much greater feast for those who are below him; and he does so while 

contemplating the further price he will pay to lead God’s people and be Israel’s messiah. 

Furthermore, in spite of latent anxiety within the story, he does not distance himself from 

the crowds, or avoid conflict with the disciples. Instead, he redirects them towards the 

service of those upon whom his compassion has fallen. Throughout the pericope is Jesus’ 

desire to withdraw and use the spiritual discipline of prayer to draw strength from his 

Father’s presence, so that he can continue marching in a differentiated way toward the 

cross. Yet, he is not driven by that desire. Instead, he first thoughtfully engages those 

around him according to the larger principle of his being the messiah. Once that is 

accomplished, he moves toward his own desire in a non-anxious, non-reactive way.  The 

insights provided by a DoS reading of this passage naturally raise the question: How can 

one use the concepts of differentiation and spirituality to apply this story to a modern life 
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of ministry? 

Anchoring one’s identity in relationship with Christ, rather than activity for Christ

 It is often hard for those who find themselves in vocational ministry to see the 

growth and maintenance of their relationship with Christ as a duty more fundamental 

than pastoral care, preaching, or ministry organization. It is easy to prioritize the care of 

others over the care of ourselves. Building an organization is far more tangible, and 

receives much more praise, than the quiet, patient work of building a self. Yet the growth 

of a pastor’s sense of self and the growth of his ministry are intimately connected, and 

throughout the ages, some of the best and brightest in the Church have believed that the 

life of prayer and silence, along with the way that God works to sanctify through it, are 

the most distinctly important elements that make up true Christian leadership. To quote 

the great Puritan pastor, Richard Baxter, “A man must love God above all before he can 

heartily serve him before all”94. Without a bedrock of communing with God, it is 

impossible for pastors to appropriately lead their flock. It is also hard to make strategic 

decisions that primarily reflect God’s concerns when they move contrary to the winds of 

popular opinion, or when they are opposed to our modern, secular imaginary of ministry 

success. 

 Modern pastors live in an age of distraction where the sort of solitude, silence, 

and the approach to prayer that Matthew puts forward as fundamental is not always easy 

to come by. Scazzero (2006) warns that “Work for God that is not nourished by a deep 

interior life with God will eventually be contaminated by other things such as ego, power, 
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needing approval of and from others, and buying into the wrong ideas of success and the 

mistaken belief that we can’t fail”95. Burns, Chapman, and Guthrie (2013) articulate the 

pull away from this reality, and the subsequent burnout that many modern pastors 

experience, when they write, “ We know that godly leadership is an extension of one’s 

relationship with God. But when push comes to shove, we usually put mission in front of 

relationship”96. The frenzied speed and unbounded nature of work and relationship in late 

modernity makes it difficult for pastors not to live distracted lives.  Many of them 

understand that finding the space to cultivate the love which first brought them into 

ministry, that of Christ and his church, is crucial. But how? Creech (2019) makes a strong 

case that it was Jesus’ relationship of dependence and founding his identity upon his 

Heavenly Father that empowered his well-differentiated life and work. Creech even goes 

so far as to suggest that Jesus’ ministry models the reality that this sort of “fusion” into 

the life of God is the only way to have a truly well-differentiated sense of self97. 

 Understanding that pastoral ministry begins in such a fashion helps to explain 

why looking through the lens of DoS has such important ramifications for how one 

understands the leadership applications that can be drawn out of Matthew’s version of the 

miracle of the loaves, especially as they relate to prayer and solitude. The concept of 

differentiation with its “separate-togetherness” and “together-separateness” (Majerus and 

Sandage, 2010) points to the interplay between God and his people, and then his people 

and the world at large. When Jesus is drawn to spend time with his Father in prayer, and 
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then cares for the crowds by receiving and handing back the disciples’ bread, he provides 

a picture of what ministry with a Trinitarian God is like. The Son is with the Father and 

receives from him. The disciples are with the Son and have something of substance to 

give to him as he does his redemptive work. The crowds surround the disciples and 

receive what has been given back through Christ. 

 The integration of DoS and Christian theology helps the careful reader to see the 

ways in which Christ and his disciples are connected and yet separate in the shared work 

of ministry. Within the miracle of the loaves, there are real physical and emotional 

boundaries between all the players within the system, and yet there is not a question of 

whether Jesus or the disciples were ministering to the crowds. Rather, it was both Jesus 

and the disciples acting in concert to meet the needs of those around them.  In the 

Church’s post-Pentecost reality, the Spirit is at play also, distributing God’s grace as he 

helps his people to pray. Laird (2006) describes this connection between God and his 

people as a “differentiating union”, pointing towards the teleios of each individual 

Christian, where, “the more we realize we are one with God the more we become 

ourselves98, just as we are, just as we were created to be”99. Matthew’s text indicates that 

the life of the pastor is one that is to be prayerfully lived in the presence of Immanuel, 

God with us, guiding others towards the end for which they were created and redeemed 

by Christ. Such an existence necessitates that life be lived beneath the cascade of all-

sufficient love flowing down from heaven to earth, mediated from the Father to the Son 
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and then from the Son to the Spirit who shares what belongs to Christ with pastors and 

through them to the world. In such a Trinitarian reality identity and self are not lost, but 

affirmed and brought to greater fruitfulness through the shared life of God and his people 

together.   

 Such a reading of Matthew’s account of the miracle of the loaves and fish calls 

pastors to see that Christian leaders have nothing to give to others that they have not first 

received back from Christ. What is so shocking about this is that it is also the case for 

Jesus himself, who instigated the whole episode by withdrawing to pray. Practically this 

means that what congregations need from pastors cannot be found in technique or 

programming. Rather, it is the assurance that God loves them and through the person of 

Christ is present with them and at work for the good of the world, even in the midst of 

sorrow, weakness, and sin. But that is not just for the people in the pew. Leaders in the 

Church need that same assurance.  After all, how can they give away something that they 

have not appropriated?  

 Consider the nature of the loaves of bread in this passage. If Matthew intended for 

this text to reflect the nature of Christian leadership, then what would be the equivalent of 

the bread in a modern pastor’s life?  As the most basic unit of the humble and everyday, I 

would suggest that it symbolizes the actual life of that pastor. Not just their personal 

goods and resources, but as Nouwen put it, “that unadorned self in which I am 

completely vulnerable”. That is to say that as an ordained person uses the spiritual 

practices to meet Christ, their life is shaped by the cruciformity of their master. And yet 

that same Lord takes their life, blesses it, breaks it, and gives it back to be used for the 
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good of the world and the Kingdom. This aligns with the way that Stevens and Collins 

(1993) articulate the fundamental nature of Christian leadership, “Leadership is not 

merely something done for God as an activity undertaken on behalf of a distant monarch; 

it is done in God in the context of relationship with a present Lord”100. Christian 

leadership is sacrificial, and just as Christ gave himself into the hands of his Father and 

was broken for the sake of the world, so pastors give themselves into the hands of Christ, 

are broken by him, and then are given back for the sustenance of God’s pilgrim people. 

 Christian leadership, then, is foremost about participation in the divine life. The 

lives of pastors are meager, simple, everyday, and not nearly enough to meet their own 

needs, let alone that of the world around them. Yet, when given over to Christ, he takes 

them, blesses them, breaks them, and gives them to the world in such a way that it 

becomes enough. In tying them to his person and work, he creates the goals, actions, and 

personality of their ministries such that it is not simply him or the pastor. Instead, it is the 

two together, Christ in the Church, and the Church in Christ, distinct and yet united in a 

way that reflects the differentiated life of the trinitarian God. It is their bread, their very 

self, broken by Jesus, multiplied so that it is enough, and then returned and distributed 

through their hands to those around them. Ministry is God taking everyday people, along 

with the everyday stuff of their lives—meals together, long walks in a park, family 

vacation stories worked into a sermon—and using it to build the extraordinary work of 

eternity into their lives and the lives of those around them. 

 Those who have searched the gospels looking for a manual on how to build a 
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ministry are often left dazed and confused. There are no quick fixes or simplistic 

techniques within this gospel. Matthew does not provide a step by step instructional on 

how to plant churches, disciple Christians, reach the lost, or evangelize through 

technology. Rather, there is an ontological paradigm for how the Church is to be in the 

world, dependent on Christ, who receives from his Father, and through prayer gives more 

than enough for all who come to him. Instead of a blueprint for a ministry, what Matthew 

has offered instead is a paradigm for something better. Here is the means by which to 

build a minister.

 As the leaders of the Church create institutions, write sermons, and care for the 

sick and the poor, they must remember that those tasks exist for the larger purpose of 

communicating the message and facilitating the reality of Christ’s compassion for 

sinners. Part of what makes that difficult is that ministry can feel so intangible. 

Conversion and sanctification are often long, slow processes, and in the hurried pace of 

life, formed as it is by our modern secular imaginary, there is often little reward for 

something so intangible. Yet crafting better mission statements, or cultivating leaders who 

are “on mission” will be an exercise in futility if these things skirt the deeper reality 

presented by this narrative. 

 The primary impetus for ministry is not activity for Jesus but transformation into 

his likeness, and this comes about as the Spirit works through spiritual practices.  This is 

not to say that there should not be goals or standards in ministry. It is right to think 

analytically about the complicated work in which pastors are engaged. Setting goals and 

then assessing success and failure can be extremely helpful exercises. However, in 
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discussing different aspects of ministry practitioners can often dissect them so that they 

treat the ethos of a ministry, as well as its activities, and goals, as independent things that 

are only loosely connected. However, when they start to integrate DoS into their exegesis 

of this text, analysts are enabled to see that the evangelist presses them towards the 

understanding that the various aspects of ministry are not loosely independent of one 

another, strung out like pearls on a necklace. Rather, they are bound like spokes on a 

wheel, radiating out from the character and work of God the Son. Ministry, then,  is 

dependent upon its connection to the life and work of Jesus. This connection is fostered 

through spiritual practices such as prayer and solitude. It seeks to draw from the life of 

God and involves the whole of a person’s existence as it continually navigates the 

ontological boundaries between God and his people, so that the two work in conjunction 

together for the redemption of the world. 

 Herein lies the power of thinking in systems, of which the concept of DoS is only 

one piece of a larger theory. According to systems thinking, there are no non-connected 

elements within ministry. Every aspect of ministry impacts all the others, shaping the 

overall production of our shared lives together. Because of the complexity of this 

interconnected reality, the ability to see or manage the whole is impossible. There are 

always forces and personalities at work in a ministry that a pastor has little control, or 

sometimes even awareness of. Systems thinking can be frightening because of the way 

that it explores this complexity, removing the illusion of control or controllability from 

ministers. Nevertheless, the concept of DoS, embedded within systems thinking, offers 

the consolation that although there are many factors outside of a minister’s hands, the 
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greatest, and perhaps most important, power that pastors have is over their own words 

and actions. If this is the case, then the careful cultivation of their relationship with 

Christ, along with the growth of their differentiated sense of self, is one of the best, and 

most crucial, aspects of leadership that a pastor can undertake. For it is by this means that  

one shapes the culture and crafts the processes that form the system in which the spiritual 

and emotional lives of those within faith communities. 

Living in the tension of what is and what is not yet

 As the miracle of the loaves unfolds, further lessons become apparent, especially 

in regards to the intersection of ministry success and DoS. What Matthew presents is 

certainly a successful ministry event, and what makes it so becomes more and more 

evident as the eschatological aspect of this story is drawn out. In the miracles of the 

loaves and fish, the evangelist is knitting together major images from redemptive history. 

By weaving these together Matthew shows us that the character and work of Christ is the 

hinge upon which both the history and the hopes of his readers turn. In the breaking of 

bread for the crowds in the wilderness one looks back at the formation of Israel under the 

pillars of fire and cloud through the prophet Moses. Yet when Jesus calls his people to sit 

down and eat with him, readers are immediately drawn forward to the messianic banquet 

and Israel’s eschatological hope. 

 Leon Morris points out that a number of scholars draw attention to the 

resemblance of Matthew’s account of this miracle and the Eucharistic verbiage of 

“took...blessed...broke...gave”101.  Though Jesus had not yet instituted that sacrament, 
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both this miracle and the Eucharist point forward to the same thing: the messianic 

banquet at the eschaton. However, while this miracle is certainly an exhibition of divinity 

that points forward to the eschatalogical celebration of God’s victory over sin, it does not 

venture into something overly rich, or even particularly celebratory. Jesus takes the 

simple fare before him, and he makes it more than enough for those who are there. The 

food that Jesus takes and blesses does not become meat and wine, but remains bread and 

fish. There is a tension between the reality towards which this feast points and the reality 

in which the feast occurs. The miraculous is bounded by the limits of necessity, and so 

there is a “not yet” to the “already” of Christ’s work through his disciples102. He provides 

more than enough food in the here and now, but it is not yet become the feast that his 

people have longed for through the millennia. A similar tension is mirrored in Christ’s 

ministry and his movement towards the cross that awaits him at Jerusalem. He is already 

actively engaged in ministry, but the atonement, the act of ministry that will make sense 

of his life, has not yet occurred. In the meantime, he must move towards its denouement 

with patience, maintaining his sense of self despite opposition, disappointment, and the 

unfulfilled desire to see his labor finished. 

 By connecting the images of wilderness and banquet in Christ’s miracle, 

Matthew’s narrative shows how fundamental the experience of this eschatological tension 

is to the work of ministry.  Until Christ’s return the lives and ministries of his people will 

not be as full, rich, or complete as they long for them to be. Thus, the meal that Jesus 

provides for his people through his ministers is one for pilgrims in a wilderness, not 
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guests at a royal wedding. As they minister to the needs of those around them, living out 

the day-to-day grind of life in a world that is still sinful and incomplete, they should 

adopt a posture not only of dependence upon God, but also one of patient longing that 

bears with the reality that things are not yet what they should be. One day, they will be as 

God has always intended, but that day is not yet come. This is as true for the person of 

the pastor as it is for their ministries. Into this tension DoS and spiritual practices can 

mingle, aiding pastors in clarifying their own values and beliefs, growing emotionally 

and spiritually, and engaging with the people around them as they deal with the 

unresolved chord of this present life. 

 This corresponds to Lamkin’s description of pastoral ministry (2005), where he 

uses the analogy of medieval alchemy, saying that ministers should think of ministry as 

the alchemist’s laboratory where they are offered the choice to invest in their own 

spiritual and emotional growth while they aid others in the same process. Within the 

tension of this process, Lamkin suggests that the “lead” of the immature self becomes the 

“gold” of emotional and spiritual maturity103. The price required to gain that treasure is 

living within the tension of what is and what is not yet. Oftentimes, there is an 

accompanying suffering that comes with this tension and the very natural desire to escape 

it.  Yet, as the Apostle Paul (Rom.5:3-5) tells us, it is through the experience of godly 

suffering that the fruits of emotional and relational maturity spring—endurance, 

character, and hope. Friedman (1999) makes the case that in “the Age of the Quick Fix” 

that it is just this sort of dogged endurance in holding fast to an I-position in the face of 

88

103 James Lamkin, “Systems Theory and Congregational Leadership: Leaves from an Alchemist’s Journal”, 
Review and Expositor, vol.102. 2005. p.461-489.



opposition that congregations most need from their leaders. 

 Paul’s exhortation in Romans and Christ’s example in the gospels should push 

pastoral leadership to give up on the quest for simplistic techniques to which they seem 

so often drawn. Instead, they ought to adopt an attitude willing to enter into the longterm 

project instituted by Christ, who referred to his Kingdom as one that was by its very 

nature is slow-growing, like leaven in bread or a mustard seed growing—focused on 

steady process. DoS helps pastors to name the reality of what it feels like to enter into 

that slow, and sometimes confusing process, so that they can be ready for the experience, 

rather than caught off guard by it. With this sort of awareness, they can navigate the 

dangers of their vocation, as well as the opportunities to grow toward the sort of 

emotional and relational maturity that reflects the life of Jesus.

 This sort of posture requires ministers to enter into the corporate longing of a 

church, naming it, and inviting others in, as well. Whether this is a longing for justice, an 

end to personal crises for prominent members, or “the good problem” of outgrowing a 

current space, this is an inherently unstable, and anxious, reality.  One of the great 

temptations of pastoral ministry is to take the easy way out of the relational tension that 

pastors feel when difficulty arises. While giving in to this temptation might help to foster 

a shallow, temporary relief, in the longterm the vision that they want will elude them. 

Furthermore, unhealthy dynamics will always rise to the surface. Not only will they 

eventually lead to greater disunity, these dynamics will also prevent the necessary growth 

towards the sort of spiritual and emotional maturity that pastors desire for themselves and 

their ministry. As this story shows, it is by entering this tension, and not by escaping it, 
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that Christ takes what his disciples possess and uses it to bless those around them.  Those 

who have led in ministry for any length of time have experienced the tension between 

what currently is and what they long to see come into being. According to Peter Senge 

(2006), within this creative tension is the emotional tension that a leader bears and which 

is usually accompanied by anxiety, sadness, discouragement, hopelessness, or worry. The 

desire to avoid these emotions is as strong as it is natural. Yet, Senge warns, “Escaping 

emotional tension is easy—the only price we pay is abandoning what we truly want, our 

vision”104. This tension requires either resolution or release, so that the vision will be 

either accomplished or watered down. A central aspect of differentiated leadership is 

expecting that emotional and creation tension, learning how to live within it, and to using 

it as a motivator toward personal and organizational growth. 

 Ironically, this oftentimes frustrating tension can actually become the thing that 

fuels the growth of the non-anxious self. One of the counterintuitive insights provided by 

DoS is that when managed correctly—by remaining engaged with anxious persons and 

systems without being overwhelmed by them—people can actually gain a stronger sense 

of self through the intensification of anxiety. Majerus and Sandage (2010) relate how 

Schnarch (1991, 1997) found that in the correct holding environment the escalation of 

anxiety offered the possibility of the further development of DoS by strengthening the 

capacities for self-regulation and intimacy. In such an environment, the ability to better 

understand and live according to one’s operative principles while remaining connected to 

others could increase. Though not definitive, such a finding points to the realities of 
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continued growth in the pastor’s psycho-social world through the sort of conflict and 

rough personalities that many try to avoid.  Until all is made new, these will be realities 

that the pastor is called to enter into and engage with, leaning into the tension of what is 

and what will be through the experience of shepherding the unique personalities of the 

flock to which they are called. 

 The sort of patient, differentiated action that calls pastors into the tension between 

what is and what is not yet, exists in contrast to the hurried, consumeristic approach of 

much of North American religious culture. Miller (2003) argues that the consumerist 

approach to religion should best be understood “not as a deformation of belief but as a 

particular way of engaging religious beliefs that divorces them from practice”105. That is 

to say, persons can claim orthodox belief, but the problem comes when their 

understanding of how to exercise a role that is inherently spiritual is formed not by 

reflection upon the Bible within the Christian community, but by the culture’s primary 

models of leadership—CEOs, athletes, presidents, and celebrities. Peterson (2011), 

writing from his own experience in pastoral leadership, pushed back against the rushed 

consumerism that he saw many of his contemporaries fall prey to when he said, “(The) 

pervasive element in our two-thousand year pastoral tradition is not someone who “gets 

things done” but rather the person placed in the community to pay attention to “what is 

going on right now” between men and women, with one another and with God”106. 

According to Peterson, pastoral ministry, then, is not primarily about technique, 
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management, or knowledge. Rather, it is more about how a pastor attends to both God 

and the people of their congregation, mediating between the two parties through prayer, 

spiritual direction, and the teaching of scripture. There are indeed techniques in this, but 

like bark on a tree, these grow out of, and serve to protect, the interior life of the pastors 

who provide them. 

 The hidden life of pastoral ministry lies within the slow, patient work of using the 

spiritual disciplines to help cultivate the sort of differentiated self that can pay attention to 

what is happening between themselves and God, between God and their people, and 

between their people and themselves.  By providing the reader the story of Herod and the 

examples of the disciples this pericope displays the potential pitfalls of leadership. Yet, 

when it presents prayer and dependence upon God from both Christ and the disciples, it 

also shows how spiritual practices can help pastors lean into the experience of leadership 

in this present age, balancing both success and failure against the larger weight of 

eschatological hope. What is required of pastors as they occupy this place of waiting is 

the management of the anxious emotions that often bubble up from within while they 

press towards the theological horizon of the Kingdom.  

 By slowing down, praying, and considering their selves in relation to their 

ministries, pastors can become aware of their anxiety and its causes. This can serve to 

push leaders forward, not allowing them to stay in a too comfortable compromise with 

the present order of things. It is difficult to live and work knowing, as this pericope 

implies, that until the eschaton this tension is a necessary reality of both their calling as 

Christians and their vocation as pastors.  Nevertheless, the sometimes harsh realities of 
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pastoral ministry make it evident that regardless of crises, disappointments, and the 

unfinished sanctification of their own lives, a Christian leader must do the hard, patient 

work of taking an I-position and engaging with the needs of the world around them. 

Armed with this sort of posture towards, God, self, and others, pastors can begin to move 

into the world with the sort of patient, disciplined action that reflects Christ’s work and 

honors the call of leadership that he has placed upon their lives.  

 Having taken an example of pastoral leadership from Christ and shown how an 

exegetical approach that weaves the concept of DoS and spiritual practices together to 

provide greater relational, theological, and practical insights into the text, the aim of the 

next section will be to provide a short assessment of the James Davison Hunter’s To 

Change the World through the lens of DoS, showing how the two can function together 

and provide a fuller approach to missional missiological engagement with the broader 

culture. 
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IV—Possibilities for missional action through DoS and Christian Spirituality: An 

analysis and alignment of James Davison Hunter’s To Change the World

 Having wrapped up the last section with the understanding that Bowen’s concept 

of DoS can be successfully integrated into Christian theology and biblical exegesis for 

the purposes of pastoral ministry, it is important to move briefly towards the subject of 

Dos in relation to missiology. Particularly, the question is, how can the concept of 

differentiation of self help a pastor lead a congregation as it engages the world around it? 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to give as thorough a treatment as the subject of 

missiology deserves. However, by looking at the more recent work of James Davison 

Hunter’s To Change the World (2010),  I intend to show what advantage can be gained 

from aligning his cultural and  missiological insights into the concepts of DoS, not only 

for the pastor, but for the church at large as it wrestles with its identity and calling in a 

secular age.  After that, I will conclude with a few practical admonitions regarding the 

work of pastoral ministry as it relates to the integration of DoS and Christian theology in 

pastoral ministry. 

 Perhaps one of the most important works in theology, culture, and mission of the 

past decade is James Davison Hunter’s To Change the World (2010). There he sets out a 

two-fold argument that Christians who want “to change the world” have been naive in 

their approach to culture and how it changes, and they have been suspicious of power and 

the elitism that tends to come with power’s use. As he lays out his case for why this is so, 

Hunter sharpens his argument towards the issue of how to understand and use power for 
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the creation of culture and the good of the world. “The question for the church,” Hunter 

argues, “is not about choosing between power and powerlessness but rather, to the extent 

that it has space to do so, how will the church and its people use the power that they have. 

How will it engage the world around it and of which it is a part?”107 (emphasis original). 

The issue for Hunter, then, is not what will the church do? Instead, it the issue turns on 

how will the church be the church? Framing it in this way, Hunter places his concerns 

squarely in a realm familiar to DoS, which “is not about being coercive, manipulative, 

reactive, pursuing, or invasive; it is about being rooted in the leader’s own sense of self 

rather than focused on his or her followers”108. In essence, for the church to lead change 

in the world it must attend to itself in a differentiated way as it engages the wider culture. 

 The problem, according to Hunter’s understanding of it, is that the church in 

North America has tended to adopt one of three paradigms towards culture: “defensive 

against”, “relevance to”, and “purity from”109. Each of these paradigms proves 

problematic because, in DoS terms, each is reactive towards the culture around it, proving 

to be co-opted in some way by its approach to the culture at large by taking the relational 

stance of either distance or enmeshment. James K.A. Smith provides a helpful summary 

of Hunter’s paradigms in his review, “How (Not) to Change the World”, 

When he’s speaking against the Religious Right/Left, Hunter emphasizes that Christians 
are called to faithful presence rather than Constantinian dominance. But when he turns to 
the neo-Anabaptists, Hunter emphasizes that Christians are called to faithful presence 
rather than sectarian absence or withdrawal.”110 
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When read in DoS terms, much of To Change the World’s critique revolves around the 

ways that Hunter has seen the Religious Right/Left become enmeshed in culture’s 

approach to power, while on the other hand, the neo-Anabaptists have taken a distancing 

stance.

 The approaches of Religious Right/Left and neo-Anabaptist are not just 

intellectual paradigms. They are “caught” as well as “taught” by those in their camps, and 

so they also come with emotional and relational stances. Those on the Religious Right/

Left tend to either want to construct “a complex empire of parallel institutions—in music, 

education, media, law, and the like—that functions as a parallel universe to the secular 

world”111 or to be relevant to the wider culture by downplaying orthodoxy and 

orthopraxy and simply “being connected to the pressing issues of the day”112. In the 

Religious Right “defensive against” paradigm, “difference is always seen as a “danger”, 

or at least a potential threat”113, while Left-leaning Christians caught in the “relevance to” 

paradigm “are upset by the image of Christianity as old-fashioned and out-of-date, 

insensitive and judgmental”114. In the neo-Anabaptist “purity from” stance, difference is 

construed as “darkness”. “Thus, the only justifiable strategy is to separate from darkness 
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as a community of light.”115 Though Hunter does not name it as such, these are issues that 

are rooted in anxious social-emotional responses to perceived threats.  

 The problem for Hunter’s assessment is that it is rooted in intellect and ideas, but 

the issues that he describes are not only intellectual. Emotional distance and enmeshment 

are very much a part of the problem, as well, and these are grounded in the psycho-social. 

This is why when Hunter puts forward a solution of “faithful presence” and describes it 

in overtly intellectual terms it can still feel murky, lacking in substantive details. For 

instance, when providing a description of faithful presence, Hunter emphasizes,

 The practice of faithful presence, then, generates relationships and institutions that are 
fundamentally covenantal in character, the ends of which are the fostering of meaning, 
purpose, truth, beauty, belonging, and fairness—not just for Christians but for 
everyone.116 (emphasis original). 

 The scope and aim of what Hunter describes are absolutely what the church 

should be hoping to achieve, and no one can fault Hunter for the lofty values that he 

prescribes. However, he leaves a reader wondering more about what to do and how to 

conceive of an answer to the legitimate problems that he raises. The description of values 

and covenantal institutions that Hunter provides are helpful, but they do not come across 

as sufficient to adequately respond to the fear and existential anxiety that many in the 

church experience when considering how to deal with the culture around them. Such a 

criticism is not intended to downplay the truth of his cultural assessment of the church 

and its position in the world, or the validity of his theological prescriptions in moving 

forward. But it is to say that purely intellectual and theological solutions are insufficient 
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to address problems that are also deeply relational and emotional. 

 When the focus of the solution ignores the emotional and camps out on a purely 

intellectual approach, the symptoms of the problem might shift, but the underlying 

processes that drive the problem will remain entrenched. Friedman describes the problem 

of dealing with a culture’s issues from an intellectual, problem-solving stance while 

ignoring its deeper, underlying anxiety in this way,

 The same is the case when an entire society stays focused on the acute symptoms of its 
chronic anxiety—violence, drugs, crime, ethnic and gender polarization, economic 
factors such as inflation and unemployment, bureaucratic obstruction, an entangling tax 
code, and so on—rather than on the emotional process that promote those symptoms and 
keep them chronic. In that case, the society will continue to recycle its problems.117 

Essentially, when this happens, a person is as much caught up in the anxious, distancing 

relational stance as anyone else in the system. In his final critique of Hunter’s work, 

Smith picks up on this, and as he does so, he unintentionally highlights Friedman’s 

“recycling” problem at work in Hunter. Pushing back against To Change the World’s 

blanket criticism of Christian’s making parallel institutions alongside of those already 

existing in culture, Smith writes, 

To criticize parallel institutions tout court feels like a transformationalist hangover, a still-
quasi-Constantinian worry that we’re neglecting our responsibility to be custodians of the 
(majority) culture. But if that were the case, then it sounds like Hunter still wants to win
—still wants to change the world—whereas perhaps what matters is that we “race well”, 
so to speak, and not let the world change us.118 

 Interestingly enough, when Hunter puts forward the third way of “faithful 

presence” and grounds it with “an acknowledgement of God’s faithful presence to us and 
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that his call upon us is that we be faithfully present to him in return” and that this 

involves being

 present to God as a worshipping community...through participation in the sacraments, 
collective adoration, repentance, contemplation, devotion, and service” as well as through 
“the disciplines of individual devotion—prayer, meditation, fasting, study, simplicity, and 
solitude119

  It is not hard to see his proposal as one that aligns with the integrative work on 

DoS and Christian spirituality that was done in the previous sections of this thesis. Take 

for example, one of the opening paragraphs of Hunter’s essay where he defines what it 

means for Christians to be faithfully present to each other. 

First, faithful presence means that we are to be fully present to each other within the 
community of faith and fully present to those who are not. Whether within the 
community of believers or among those outside the church, we imitate our creator and 
redeemer: we pursue each other, identify with each other, and direct our lives toward the 
flourishing of each other through sacrificial love. 

Although Hunter does not frame his solution to cultural engagement in terms familiar to 

DoS, his advocacy for faithful presence reverberates with the relational, non-anxious 

presence that moves through the world according to reasoned principles that are rooted in 

Christian theology and which manifests itself in both individual and corporate practice. 

 As one reads Hunter, it becomes apparent that his paradigm of “faithful presence” 

comports with the integrative nature of DoS and Christian theology and practice. Nearing 

the end of his chapter, “Toward a Theology of Faithful Presence”, he describes the payoff 

of engaging culture in a faithfully present way using terms familiar to the integrative 

work done thus far. He writes, 
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A theology of faithful presence obligates us to do what we are able, under the sovereignty 
of God, to shape the patterns of life and work and relationship—that is, the institutions of 
which our lives are constituted—toward a shalom that seeks the welfare not only of those 
of the household of God but of all. That power must be wielded is inevitable. But the 
means of influence and the ends of influence must conform to the exercise of power 
modeled by Christ.120 (emphasis original).

 In contrast to the overly intellectualizing assessment that marked his critiques of 

the North American church’s stance towards culture, Hunter’s paradigm is deeply 

relational. Similar to the integrative work of theology and DoS, “faithful presence” orbits 

around the previously discussed biblical idea of shlm, so that it is concerned with 

individuals operating within churches that are in their turn functioning within the broader 

network of institutions and culture that make up the world. It is also strongly rooted in 

theology, especially incarnational theology, so that “faithful presence” understands itself 

first through the knowledge of God and then in relation to the world around it. Because it 

is grounded in theology (and deeper than that, it seems, the real relational trust that 

characterizes the virtue of Christian faith), Hunter advises that it can be non-reactive, in 

distinction from the other paradigms that he criticizes, wielding the power it has in a 

theologically sensitive way while trusting in a sovereign God to be the one who 

ultimately will work out his purposes in his time. 

 Hunter’s paradigm of the church intentionally being shaped by theology and 

simply being present in late modernity, doing the most good it can, without trying to 

wrest power from its opponents has significant potential to be aligned with DoS. For 

instance he explains, 

This is not the work of a three-step, six-month plan. Nor is it a strategy at all but a mode 
of individual and collective being. What I am suggesting again is a new paradigm of 
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being the church in the late modern world. The institutional aspect of faithful presence 
means that Christians and the church are settling in for the duration.121  

 His insistence on substance over style and non-anxious endurance that operates 

according to essential principles, rather than convenience, is very much in line with the 

relational posture prescribed by Friedman who railed against the “Quick Fix” mentality 

that is symptomatic of anxious emotional systems. Similar to Hunter’s proposal, the 

consistent advise given by these systems practitioners is to thoughtfully define oneself 

while staying engaged with those with whom they disagree. The non-anxious presence 

will not insist on agreement as the necessary requirement for continued relationship, but 

will persevere in defining itself while engaging with the Other. The problem that Hunter 

puts his finger on is that the North American church’s anxiety has led it to either not 

engaging with the broader culture, or to become enmeshed in the way that that culture has 

used power to achieve its own ends. Alongside of this, the potential benefit of aligning 

Hunter’s paradigm with DoS is that it might be used to help clarify some of his 

prescriptions for cultural engagement. Otherwise, without using the emotional-social 

categories that create the push-and-pull of relationships in the lives of the  people who 

make up the church and the broader culture, it is difficult to understand how exactly he 

wants Christians to enact his paradigm of “faithful presence”. Nevertheless, Hunter has 

provided a thorough, and sophisticated analysis of North American Christianity, creating 

along the way a solid theoretical framework for how to think about engagement with the 

broader culture of late modernity. The value of incorporating Hunter’s work with DoS 
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concepts is that they give “wings” to the “roots” of his program of cultural engagement 

and mission. 

 The integration of Hunter’s analysis and DoS benefits by taking a brief example 

of early church history. In his work on the growth of the early church, Alan Kreider 

(2016) makes the case that forming a particular people who knew how to be themselves 

while relating intimately with the Other was the means by which our ancestors in the 

faith practiced mission. In his analysis of the early church, Kreider credits living within 

this tension and the subsequent cultivation of the virtue of patience with the massive 

growth of Christianity in the ancient world. He explains that “Christianity grew despite 

the opposition of laws and social convention”, and that “the expansion of the churches 

was not organized, the product of a missions program”122. Additionally, he points out that 

in distinction from the modern seeker-friendly model of worship and evangelism, the 

churches of the Greco-Roman world did not view their worship services as a means to 

draw in new people. Rather, they were organized in order “to glorify God and edify the 

faithful”. According to Kreider’s analysis, the ingathering of those curious about this new 

cruciform faith was simply a by product flowing from the shared life of the early 

Christians.

 Throughout his argument, Kreider makes the case that the early church was so 

successful because it knew how to form both individuals and corporate bodies to 

patiently engage the pagan world without losing its sense of self. To reframe Kreider’s 

analysis in systems terms, the early church moved towards the non-believing milieu in 
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which it found itself without anxiety. As it did so, the church acted in a differentiated 

way, defining who it was and what it was about, in spite of persecution or hardship. In so 

doing, the church did not seek a release from the tension that existed between its current 

reality and the realization of God’s Kingdom, though some fringe elements sought this 

through gnostic syncretism with pagan religion and Greek thought. Rather, the early 

church understood that there was a cost to be paid for being God’s people in the world. 

Yet, the witness of the ancient martyrs is the evidence that many were willing to pay the 

price for the sort of differentiated action that engaged intense hostility without losing a 

principled sense of self. Modern pastors could learn much from their ancestors, and 

Hunter’s work, when combined with the psycho-social principles of DoS, provides a 

powerful framework through which modern Christians can understand themselves, their 

place in culture, and how to move forward as the church on mission. This is not for the 

hope of returning to some earlier golden age of Christendom, but in order to move in the 

time and place that God has called his people today.

 Having looked at the potential for aligning To Change the World with DoS, and 

having seen that there is much overlap between the two, as well as an opportunity to 

better incarnate Hunter’s ideas through DoS, we move on to the final chapter of this 

thesis where we settle on some of the corporate and individual practicalities of Dos and 

pastoral ministry.
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V. Integrating DoS with Leadership Practices in the Local Congregation

 Having explored the possibilities for integration between DoS and theology, 

hermeneutics, and missiology, it becomes necessary to turn to the practical application of 

the ideas that have been discussed. As I do so, I want to consider not only the way by 

which a pastor can benefit from the integration of DoS and pastoral leadership. I want to 

also touch upon the benefits that come to the corporate entity of the church led by such a 

pastor. To that end, I have included recommendations for how pastors pursuing DoS can 

use systems thinking to solve larger organizational issues within the church. The intention 

is to connect the way by which the solution to common organizational issues lies within 

pastors’ sense of self and the means by which they exercise that self within their position 

inside the congregational system. In the conclusion, I will weigh out several suggestions 

for further study.

 DoS as the Primary Guide to Navigating Relational Systems

 Part of what makes leadership in a congregation especially complicated is that the 

whole is more than the sum of its parts. Actually, it is a relational system embedded 

within the larger system of the world. Donella Meadows (2008) defines a system in the 

following way, “A system is a set of things—people, cells, molecules, or whatever—

interconnected in such a way that they produce their own pattern of behavior over 

time.”123 A congregation is a system, and every program, structure, rule (unspoken or 

spoken), personality, and family unit within and around the congregation impacts the 

behavioral life of all within this system. Each is an interdependent force, continuously 
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being impacted and impacting one another, and none can be fully understood without 

examining their relationship to all the other pieces of the system. 

 Emotions are the glue that hold relational systems, like a family or church, 

together. While these cannot be seen, they are continuously felt. Bowen likened the 

presence of the emotional stimuli binding a relational system’s interactions as a “field” or 

“atmosphere” that was spontaneously generated by the vitality of the system itself. He 

wrote that, 

[The emotional field] is analogous to the gravitational field of the solar system, where 
each planet and the sun, by virtue of their mass, contribute gravity to the field and are, in 
turn, regulated to the field they each help create. One cannot “see” gravity, nor can one 
“see” the emotional field. The presence of gravity and the emotional field can be inferred, 
however, by the predictable ways planets and people behave in reaction to one another.124

 Because a church is a living system, a change in one part of a church necessarily 

leads to a change in the other parts. Just as adding or subtracting a planet from the solar 

system would have implications for all the other celestial bodies, so an alteration in one 

feature of a church’s life will shift all the other features, as well. Even people that are not 

directly involved in a church can shape its functioning. For instance, a staff member 

might have a sick parent who resides in a distant state. This parent may not ever set foot 

on the church grounds, but their illness, and the relationship that gets tested between staff 

member and parent during that illness, can have a drastic impact upon the church of 

which that staff member is a part.  

 Talk of interdependence, however, is not to say that every part of the system is 

equal in the amount of force it exerts upon the whole. Every part of the system plays a 
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role and has an impact, but not every part exerts an equal amount of force upon the 

system. Friedman (2011) highlights this reality when he says that “The components [of 

the system] do not function according to their “nature” but according to their position in 

the network”125. Similar to a person’s body, where a finger and the heart interact in a 

systemic way, but where a body can lose a finger and still function, but not a heart, so a 

pastor’s relationship to the system tends to have a greater impact upon it than the 

majority of the congregants. A congregation might have a billionaire CEO in attendance, 

but if she keeps her head down in the service, writes no checks, and does not speak from 

the front, she will have a low impact upon the system because of her position within it. 

On the other hand, even if the pastor of that congregation is not is not as personally 

impressive as the low-impact billionaire CEO, simply because that pastor is the one 

defining vision, overseeing staffing, and preaching weekly from the pulpit he will shape 

the life of that body in a far more significant way. Thus, every aspect of the system plays 

a part, and yet its impact upon that system will depend upon its position within it. 

 Because of the complexity of a relational system that is interconnected but 

unevenly weighted, the pastor’s main tool in building, defending, and maintaining the 

relational system of which he is a part is work on his own differentiation of self.  The 

reason for this is that even small churches are too complex to fully understand the 

functioning of each piece of the whole, but by nature of a pastor’s placement in that 

system, he has the ability to impact all the other parts in a way that can lead to their better 

functioning. Thus, instead of attempting the impossible task of trying to know everyone 
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and everything within the church, a pastor only has to know himself, be committed to his 

own growth, and use that sense of self as his primary tool to guide his flock. When 

dealing with a family unit in need of change, Bowen (1988) noted that 

No matter what the nature of the clinical problem, (therapy) is always governed by two 
basic principles: (1) a reduction of anxiety will relieve symptoms, and (2) an increase in 
basic level of differentiation will improve adaptiveness.126

 In a way that is analogous to Bowen’s description above, because of his 

placement within the relational system of a congregation, the more differentiated a pastor 

becomes, the less anxious the system will be. As the pastor works on becoming more 

differentiated, this will necessarily lead to a healthier, more adaptive congregation. This is 

not to say that all a pastor has to do to lead a congregation effectively is to become more 

differentiated. There are real, particular skills involved in the writing and delivery of a 

sermon, setting a budget, and negotiating staff insurance premiums. Yet, these are almost 

always bound up within the larger emotional story at play within a particular 

congregation. How those technical tasks occur is often as important as their execution. 

The how of a task, and whether or not it is done with high or low anxiety, makes all the 

difference for pastoral leadership. Because of this reality, what follows is a set of 

recommendations for the pastor working on DoS as they seek to develop their own 

person, as well as lead within the corporate life of the church. These recommendations 

are drawn from the relevant literature, and they are not meant to be all-encompassing. 

Yet, by and large, when it comes to leading organizations these practices are what most 

systems thinkers commonly advise. 

Postures and Practices for the Individual Pastor
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A commitment to define self and a commitment to work on self 

 Friedman (2017) writes, “All leadership begins with the management of one’s 

own health”127, and Richardson (2005) defines the sort of health that DoS is concerned 

with as “the degree of emotional well-being and the level of emotional maturity that 

allows pastors to engage in the relational aspects of ministry more competently”128. 

Following Richardson’s definition, it is clear that health possesses two primary features—

emotional well-being and emotional maturity. Pastors’ commitment to health for the sake 

of those under their care requires that they work on their self and define that self outside 

of their role as a spiritual and organizational leader.   

 Pastoral ministry requires a person to manage a wide array of relationships. Some 

of these are very challenging, and many of these relationships come with several different 

roles, expectations, and emotions—all of which can change quickly and without notice; 

and so there is a need for pastors to consistently be working on a differentiated self and to 

define the boundaries of that self to those around them. Because of the systemic nature of 

these relationships, it is not just the congregants who are working through their own 

issues with the pastor, but the pastor’s issues are also often triggered by the issues of their 

congregants, as well as the pressures and politics of the ministry. Richardson explains the 

problem, saying, 

Many people try to handle their unresolved attachment to family through work. It is easy 
to try to make the church into a substitute family and to address and improve on old 
family issues there. It is also common to try to resolve old family or origin issues in our 
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new family of creation. In both cases, we try to make these relationships into what our 
first family was not or to develop what we thought was lacking in that family.129

 When Richardon’s description is at play in a pastor’s life, the health of that pastor, 

and of their ministry as a whole, is at risk. Symptoms of this in a pastor’s life include 

distancing oneself from their family of origin or their nuclear family through 

workaholism. Having more emotional intimacy with congregants, who respect and 

admire them for their knowledge and skill, than they do with their family, who sees the 

real them when they are not “on”. Some pastors may be driven by a deep sense of 

inadequacy or guilt and the compensating desire to prove themselves. Sometimes pastors 

spend so much time caring for others that they do not care for themselves, and they forget 

to heed the old adage, “Physician, heal thyself.”  When this happens, burnout, marital 

issues, and problematic relationships with children can be the result. Yet, the issue is not 

necessarily that these pastors need a break, though that may be part of the solution. 

Rather, the primary issue, and the one which must be addressed to prevent these 

symptoms from perennially cropping up, is to understand how a pastor occupies their 

position within the relational system of the church. 

 Their position within the church’s system, and the way that they occupy that 

position, is shaped by the family of origin that produced that pastor. The often 

unconscious expectations and influences of the nuclear family mould many of the 

relational interactions that a pastor has. This is especially true in times of stress when 

emotions are running high, and people tend to react out of their unexamined emotional 

patterns rather than according to principles of biblical conduct and engagement.  For 
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these reasons, it is important that pastors examine their family of origin and deal with the 

way that they have been shaped to manage relational anxiety. By doing so, they  get a 

better sense of who they are and how they have been shaped by the proceeding 

generations of their family. Generational wounds that they carry, patterns of sin that they 

have inherited, and immature ways of relating are all a part of the anxiety that a pastor 

brings into the relational system. In order to mitigate the anxiety that pastors bring with 

them, these must be examined and dealt with so that new, less-anxious, patterns of 

relating can be developed. Otherwise, pastors will perpetually be working out their 

anxiety-driven issues of enmeshment and distance within the new family of their church. 

 When pastors understand who they are within their family of origin, they can gain 

a clearer understanding of who are within their nuclear family, and their church family, as 

well. By working on how they occupy their position within their family of origin, pastors 

can start to change how they occupy their position within other relational systems, 

especially the church. Because of the systemic nature of their work, by committing to 

changing their own functioning, and not reactively blaming others when things go wrong 

or get in the way, the rest of the relational system around a pastor will become less 

anxious, also. 

 If a commitment to a pastor’s own spiritual and emotional growth is an important 

part of DoS, what are the attending practices that help to make this happen? 

Create a Genogram and work through one’s own family of origin

 Harrington, Creech, and Taylor (2010) advise that pastors who are working on 

DoS create a family diagram, also known as a genogram, in order to examine the 
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multigenerational emotional processes at work in their family of origin. They explain that 

this helps primarily in three ways. 

1) Genogram work shifts the the focus of attention away from a specific individual, 

usually a parent, and helps pastors to see a larger picture of a family’s pattern of 

relating. Everyone is responsible for something, but no one person is responsible for 

everything. Thinking about family experiences in this way can provide a pastor with a 

more nuanced view not only of their own family, but of themselves, as well. 

2) Examining past patterns within the family can make a pastor aware of the potential of 

future patterns in themselves, such as workaholism, alcoholism, or depression, and 

move to deal with those issues before they start to cause significant concern. Similar to 

the body, preventative care for our souls tends to be easier and less costly in the 

longterm.

3) The genogram “focuses solely on facts, helping us see the reality of our emotional 

upbringing and not old family assumptions about it”130. Genogram work requires 

sifting through old family stories, birth dates, dates of death, family traditions, 

questions of who was close to whom, who was distant or cut-off, and why? in order to 

piece together the bigger picture of how members of a family relate to one another. 

Not all the narrators of our family stories are reliable, and genogram work requires 

examining stories and facts in order to see concrete patterns of interaction. 

Nevertheless, by examining as much hard data as is possible about the family system, 
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pastors can deconstruct inherited patterns of relating that have shaped them in often 

unseen ways. 

 Ronald Richardson (2005) helps pastors to understand just how important 

genogram work is when he adds that some of the benefits of doing it are a stronger sense 

of being more in charge of our own life, greater acceptance of self, greater acceptance of 

the family that we had, a more realistic hope for growth, a deeper sense of compassion 

towards those who have hurt us, and a greater ability to stay engaged with them131.  Each 

of these are crucial aspects of the necessary character involved for mature pastoral 

leadership, and yet, in an almost counterintuitive way, they are gained not primarily 

through work done in the church. Rather, they come through work done outside of the 

church, in the family. In the longterm, this is some of the most crucial work that a pastor 

can do, but part of what can make it difficult to take up is that this work often goes 

unnoticed or unpraised. It can even be seen as a distraction, or hindrance to pressing 

issues of congregational care, or the management of the organization. Yet, the very 

impulses that can drive pastors to ignore themselves, or lose themselves, within their 

ministry are the ones that most need to be examined by doing work on their family of 

origin. A pastor’s church and that same pastor’s family of origin may be disconnected by 

time and place, but they are very much joined by the person of the pastor. Each effects the 

other, and to find healing in the primary system of the family will lead to healing in the 

secondary system of the congregation. 

 This is an important point to make because pastors can sometimes wonder, what is 
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the value of working on self when congregants need help and emails must be checked? It 

can also be frightening to rehash old arguments, revisit old wounds, or move towards 

familial relationships when there has been conflict or they have drifted away. It can be 

difficult to do the sort of soul-searching that makes a pastor reexamine why they entered 

a profession where they are in charge of taking care of an extended family like a church. 

What about the way that a pastor functioned in their family of origin led them to take up 

such a vocation? What will happen to how they relate to that vocation after they work 

through more of their own unmet attachment needs?  

 This sort of work requires pastors to have the courage to examine themselves, as 

well as the commitment to persevere regardless of whether the work is seen or praised by 

anyone else. Yet, by dealing with issues arising from their family of origin, pastors can 

put less expectations on their ministries to fulfill unmet needs stemming from their family  

of origin. When pastors give up on the unrealistic desire for a congregation to meet their 

unmet issues of love and acceptance, they will be more able to enter into congregational 

life with them, accepting them for who they are, leading them in places that they would 

not go on their own, and generally doing the sometimes uncomfortable work of pastoral 

leadership without demanding love and admiration as the price of their ministry. They 

will also be able to bring the best, most healthiest version of themselves to the work of 

leading and guiding God’s people.

 

Create space to examine the congregational system and one’s own role within it
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 Creech (2019) quotes the old adage that, “The system is perfectly designed for the 

present results”, adding, “If we like the results we are getting, we ought not to consider 

changing a thing. If we want different results, however, something must change”132. Even 

the healthiest church will have aspects of pathology within it, and part of the role of a 

pastor working on DoS is to attempt to understand how the people and processes of the 

congregational system are at work to create “the present results”. From that vantage, 

pastors can understand what they need to change about their own functioning and what 

sort of change is appropriate to demand of their congregations. 

 Heifetz and Linsky (2017) call the practice of examining the system, “Getting on 

the Balcony” and relate it to someone who goes to a dancehall. This person might have 

one experience of the dance when they are on the floor, moving with their partner. 

However, when they get in the balcony overlooking the dancefloor, they are able to 

perceive how the band, the dancers, and the music interact, creating larger patterns of 

engagement. Heifetz and Linsky advise that this organizational practice is crucial 

because, 

The only way you can gain both a clearer view of reality and some perspective on the 
bigger picture is by distancing yourself from the fray. Otherwise, you are likely to 
misperceive the situation and make the wrong diagnosis, leading you to misguided 
decisions about whether and how to intervene.133

 However, they also warn that, “The challenge is to move back and forth between 

the dance floor and the balcony, making interventions, observing their impact in real 

time, and then returning to the action. The goal is to come as close as you can to being in 
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both places simultaneously”134. Senge (2006) further explains why the importance of 

“getting on the balcony” is so important for DoS leadership, 

The nature of structure in human systems is subtle because we are a part of the structure. 
This means that we often have the power to alter structures within which we are 
operating. However, more often than not, we do not perceive that power. In fact, we 
usually don’t see the structures at play at all. Rather, we just find ourselves feeling 
compelled to act in certain ways.135 (italics original)

 By “getting on the balcony” and thinking systemically, pastors can examine the 

position that they occupy within the relational system. In so doing, pastors are given the 

opportunity to explore why they are doing what they are doing, and the impact that their 

functioning within their position has upon the overall system. 

 Harrington, Creech, and Taylor (2003), as well as Achouri (2010), recommend the 

construct of a Johari window in order to help visualize the process of moving towards 

greater a self-awareness of self and system that comes with consistently “getting in the 

balcony”.  The Johari window makes clear the reality that there are certain things about 

ourselves that are known only to us, certain things unknown to us, certain things that are 

known to others but not to ourselves, and certain things that unknown to both us and 

others. Everyone starts off with having very little self-knowledge, but many blind spots, 

as illustrated by the diagram below.
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Known to 
Self and 
Others

Blind to Self, seen by Others

Free to 
Self, hidden 
from 
Others

Unknown to Self and Others

 Achouri (2010) summarizes the goal of systemic leadership as working to make 

the the top left section larger, and the other three sections smaller. By receiving feedback 

from others, practicing self-awareness, and seeing their own impact upon the relational 

system around them, pastors can not only grow in self-knowledge by shrinking their blind 

spots. They will also “gain knowledge about himself and will be able to perceive more 

consciously his private and public room for manoeuvre and so take better advantage of 

it.”136 Thus, in systems thinking, knowing oneself has as much pragmatic, as personal 

value.  Overtime, their Johari window comes to look something like this (Harrington, 

Creech, Taylor, 2003).
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Free to Self and Others Blind to Self, 
seen by 
Others

Free to Self, hidden from Others Unknown to 
Self and 
Others

 Broadening the focus from self to system, Achouri goes on to explain Freud’s 

Iceberg Model of conscious and unconscious understandings of self and others, where, 

like an iceberg, the majority of what is happening within a person or group is happening 

below the surface, in the unconscious realm. This, however, does not mean that what is 

unknown is without impact. He cites Ruth Cohn’s work, “Disturbances have Priority”, 

where he unpacks her analysis, explaining that a systemic leader’s priority “especially 

when working with groups, (is) to make existing (emotional) disturbances that become 

felt in communication a subject of discussion, to bring them on the upper side of the 

iceberg and in that way to make possible an objective and conscious clarification”137. He 

adds, “If we are not ready to allow priority to these disturbances, they will anyway take 

hold of the situation, with or without our consent”138. By naming the dynamics at play 
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within the group, pastors can help others understand their own role in the functioning of 

the community, making adjustments where appropriate. 

 Constructs like the Johari window are tools to help pastors ask and answer 

questions like, What is your role in things not working the way that you would want them 

to? How are they actually working? Why is that? Who is overfunctioning? Who is 

underfunctioning? What can you change in your system and what is out of your hands? 

How does all of this play into the larger needs of the congregation and the direction of 

where you are trying to take people according to the vision of the church? 

 Meadows (2008) advises that “Before you disturb the system in any way, watch 

how it behaves...If it’s a social system, watch it work. Learn its history. Ask people who 

have been around a long time to tell you what has happened. If possible, find or make a 

time graph of actual data from the system”139. In a similar way to crafting a genogram, 

this sort of exercise helps pastors to understand the overall functioning of the relational 

system in which they reside. The difference is that this is a church family, and not the 

nuclear family from which a pastor was initially formed. However, many of the processes 

are the same. The pathologies of enmeshement and cutoff are present, as well. By 

understanding the system, the pastor can start to guide the process of how a church family 

will operate according to its vision and in order to meet its stated goals.  From this 

vantage, pastors can look for both symptoms of pathology and opportunities for growth. 

Using DoS to recognize and answer the pathology within a system

 Looking for symptoms of pathology, pastors will primarily examine three things: where 
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the systemic processes appear stuck and the leadership has run out of new ideas for 

advancement, who are the people creating the problems, and how those two things are 

related, especially in regards to the triangulation of anxiety.

 Friedman (2017) provides three major characteristics of a relationship system that 

is stuck, or “imaginatively gridlocked”, as he calls it:

•  An unending treadmill of trying harder

•  Looking for answers rather than reframing questions

•  either/or thinking that creates false dichotomies140

  Friedman’s diagnosis is that when this happens, the problem is not one of 

information, but of emotional processes. He writes, “Processes themselves are stuck and 

imagination gridlocked, not because of cognitive structures in the minds of those trying to 

solve a problem, but because of the emotional processes within the wider relationship 

system”141. By stepping back from the congregational system, pastors can examine their 

own role in the “imaginative gridlock” that Friedman describes. His advice on dealing 

with this sort of gridlock involves a leader understanding their role in the gridlock and 

giving up on trying to change others. Instead, they will focus on changing themselves and 

the way that they operate in relation to those around them. With less anxiety at work in 

themselves, leaders can start to focus less on the problems at hand and more on 

understanding themselves and the possibilities that they might like to attempt. 

 This is not to say that the only thing that a pastor has to do is change themselves 

and then the church will simply work itself out. There is still the matter of other people to 
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deal with, especially those who are chronically anxious alongside of their tendency to 

spread their anxiety through a church via triangulation. Friedman’s (2017) description of 

the characteristics of anxious, or “problem” people is helpful for pastors diagnosing 

where the responsibility lies for pathology within a relational system. He ascribes 10 

attributes to these highly anxious, poorly differentiated, members of the system. In 

essence, these attributes are:

1) They tend to be easily hurt, “injustice-collectors”, slow healers who are given to victim 

attitudes.

2) They tend to idolize their leaders until their unrealistic expectations fail, whereupon 

they are quick to turn upon their former idols.

3) They do not see themselves as having the potential for harm. The pathology they 

promote is rather a byproduct of their doing what comes naturally, so they never see 

how they contribute to the condition they complain about.

4) They are stuck in linear black-and-white thinking and are unable to tolerate differences 

or dissent. 

5) They possess a very tight focus on procedure and rituals.

6) They have an aversion to honesty or truth-telling and a proclivity towards conspiracy 

and secrets.

7) Their emotional response is highly reactive, narrow.

8) They have a deep-seated need to interfere in the direct relationships of others. Inserting 

themselves in situations where they probably do not belong.
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9) They tend to be easily pushed into groupthink.  Herded into groups of like-minded 

individuals they develop a sort of mob mentality. It is nigh impossible for them to take 

a differentiated, I-position.

10) They are invulnerable to insight. It is difficult for them to see themselves and the role 

they play in conflict or anxiety.142 

When looking to spot such people, Steinke (2014) advises that pastors should listen to 

what their own emotions are telling them by being on the lookout for those who are “self-

absorbed”, willing “to sacrifice others for their own purposes”, giving pastors a “sense of 

revulsion”, a desire to recoil from them, or getting a sense of confusion because 

“Something logically does not fit; something is incomplete”143 about the way that these 

people relate with others or explain their actions. He goes on to list the effects of the 

“virus of anxiety” that these sort of people tend to carry. These are “secrets (gossiping, 

whispering), accusations (blaming, faultfinding), lies (deceiving), and triangulation 

(shifting burdens elsewhere)”144 (indentation original to author).  Steinke adds that this 

anxious disease “requires a combination of the secrecy and the host cells (people who 

permit secrets to exist)”145. Without the anxious people, the anxiety would not spread 

within the system, and so the work of pastoral ministry is to recognize those people, 

pastor them towards more maturity and less anxiety, and do what one can to not catch 

their anxiety. 
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 However, no matter what a pastor does, it is impossible to avoid these chronically 

anxious people. Those possessing these characteristics have been a part of God’s people 

from the beginning. Almost as soon as Israel passed through the Red Sea, they were 

anxiously complaining about God’s care and Moses’ leadership, “Why did you bring us 

up out of the Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?” (Ex.17:3), 

and the Apostle Paul warns of those who “bite and devour one another” (Gal.5:15). Jesus 

himself was executed when the chief priests and the elders, roused by his non-anxious 

presence and work, created a conspiracy against him and instigated a mob, “who were 

urgent, demanding with loud cries that he should be crucified” (Luke 23:23). If these 

sorts of things happened to Moses, Jesus, and the Apostle Paul, modern pastors should 

not be surprised when they happen to them. Dealing with narrowly reactive emotional 

responses from immature, and outright evil people, are as much a part of a pastor’s job as 

flying through storms is part of the work of piloting airplanes. 

 Functioning as the immune system of the Body of Christ, pastors who are 

thinking in terms of systems and DoS can start to spot poorly differentiated people and 

anticipate trouble from them during times of crises in a congregation. Since positioning 

within a relational system is so important, pastors ought to also work to prevent these 

immature, anxious people from gaining official positions of power within the 

congregation. This can be difficult because it can make pastors themselves anxious when 

they see a vacancy unfilled on a session or an important committee. When this happens it 

can be very tempting to fill it with the person loudly asking to occupy the position. “It is 

hard to find volunteers”, pastors can tell themselves as they justify such a decision.  
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However, if this person is marked by Friedman’s characteristics, elicits from pastors the 

sort of reactions that Steinke warns against, is anxious to be “in” with the leadership of 

the church, or seems to be seeking power in order to deal with their own immature 

desires and anxiety, their placement can easily lead to far bigger problems down the road.  

It might cause conflict within a church to block this person’s nomination, or it might raise 

some others’ anxieties to have to wait to have the position filled by a better qualified, less 

anxious person. However, the differentiated course of action would prescribe working 

towards the longterm health of the organization, and if need be, finding a creative 

solution, or simply having to do with less, while the church waits for the right person. 

Dealing with Triangulation

 Managing anxiety and equipping the larger body to do so, as well, is one of the 

best emotional-relational ways that pastors can help to mature their congregations. A 

prime way that pastors do this is by dealing with emotional triangles. Bowen and Kerr 

(1988) note that emotional triangles are “the smallest stable relationship unit”146. 

Triangles are a natural part of relationships and exist to modulate the anxiety between 

two or more people. Bowen and Kerr explain, 

A two-person system may be stable as long as it is calm, but since that level of calm is 
very difficult to maintain, a two-person relationship is more accurately characterized as 
unstable. When anxiety increases, a third person becomes involved in the tension of the 
twosome, creating a triangle.147

 

 Triangles can involve three people, but since they are a way to manage relational 

anxiety, they can also involve two people and some other topic, object, or thing. Pets, 
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children, friends, vacations, work, God, addictions, etc. can all function as the third 

corner of a triangle. Because of the inherent instability of a two-person relationship, 

triangles can be formed through almost any third party. A classic triangle in pastoral 

ministry is pastor/spouse/the ministry, where the anxiety within the marriage gets worked 

out in the ministry. The reverse is also true, of course. The anxiety between pastor/

ministry can be worked out in the marriage, too. Because of their stabilizing function, 

triangles become more prevalent, and more important, the less differentiated the 

individuals participating in them are. As relational systems expand triangles become more 

complicated, connecting to, and interlocking with, other triangles. These interlocking 

triangles spread emotional forces through the system. Anxiety or serenity can flow 

through a congregation, depending upon how the individuals being triangled function, 

and the more anxiety within the congregation, the more triangles will be recruited to help 

manage that anxiety. 

 Because triangles are a product of individuals’ need to manage anxiety, they can 

perpetuate unstable, or toxic, emotional forces. This is why families and churches tend to 

recycle unhealthy patterns of relating. Richardson (1996) likens them to soap operas on 

television where the details of the story might change, but the overall immature pattern of 

relating is as immutable as stone, “Characters come and go, change places, keep and tell 

secrets, move closer and further away—but it all stays a big confusing mess. Nothing 

changes.”148  
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 The gospel accounts abound with examples of triangles149, and many churches get 

stuck in unhealthy patterns of relating, which are perpetuated by triangles that never 

properly metabolize, and instead lock-in, the anxiety within the system. The wicked logic 

of these triangles is such that the more that pastors try to change the relationship between 

any two people, the more they tend to make things worse. It is impossible to make 

someone more of anything—responsible, kind, forgiving, or any other characteristic—by 

doing it for them. However, pastors will often get triangled into situations where the two 

people are asking them to accomplish precisely that150. Yet, doing so will only exhaust 

the pastor and perpetuate the immature way of relating that got the original two-person 

relationship stuck in the first place. Instead, what is required is what Kerr and Bowen 

(1988) describe as “detriangling”, which requires “the third person be in adequate 

emotional contact with the other two and able to to remain emotionally separate from 

them”151. To do this requires a pastor to be differentiated enough to not take on the 

anxiety that properly belongs to the other two people while still relating to them. From 

there the pastor can ask each side of the triangle to take responsibility for their own 

relationship, or the other person to take responsibility for their own problem (Friedman, 

2017). 
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 Because of the way that relational systems work, when pastors change the way 

that they function inside of triangles, the rest of the triangle will change too.  Since 

dealing with one triangle is also an act of dealing with the other interlocking triangles of 

which that triangle is a part, by lowering the anxiety in one triangle, and helping others to 

own their role in the problem, anxiety can be metabolized and systemic change can 

spread through a congregation. Richardson (1996) basically offers the following advice to 

pastors when dealing with triangles:

• Remember that triangles are a normal part of how people deal with their anxiety. Be on 

the lookout for them. When someone is asking you to do something for them that it 

seems that they ought to deal with—fix a relationship, solve a problem, answer an 

important life question—be aware that you are in a triangle.  

• Clarify your own role within the process and examine how you may have contributed to 

the anxious formation of triangles within the system. What can you do differently?

• In an effort to calm things, pastors should try to slow the process down as they remain 

engaged with both parties. 

• Finally, there are no quick fixes or easy solutions to triangles. They require a calm, non-

anxious presence that can recognize the triangulation, and “detriangle” by staying 

engaged with each party while also putting the work of dealing with the conflict or 

anxiety between them back onto the original members.152

 DoS is crucial for leading the church in creative and healthy ways, because it is 

crucial for dealing with triangulation and the havoc that it can wreak on the relationships 
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of a church. This is why Creech (2019) advises that the cultivation of DoS is so important 

because, even though techniques and management practices can be helpful in offering 

fresh ideas to a narrow range of problems, they “do not address the underlying anxiety 

that is part of every congregation and the life of every leader”153. In dealing with the 

pastor’s role in handling triangulation and anxiety, Friedman (2017) uses the analogy of a 

step-down transformer as it regulates electrical current. The challenge for the leader lies 

in allowing the energy of the anxiety running through the system to pass through their 

person without “zapping you or fusing you to the rest of the circuit”154. Thus, the leader 

remains connected without reacting to the anxious emotional energy. Friedman 

acknowledges that acting as this sort of emotional circuit breaker is no easy task because, 

“Anyone can remain non-anxious if they also try to be non-present. The trick is to be both 

non-anxious and present simultaneously.”155 However, to try to avoid this task will only 

lead to more problems as the anxiety in triangles grows and infects the rest of the 

relational system. 

Promoting Systemic Health through DoS

 Anxiety within systems will always be present, pushing pastors to either 

disengage or to frantically enmesh themselves in the problems of others. For this reason, 

a focus on DoS requires a pastor’s lifelong commitment to the process of working on 

their spiritual and emotional health. To some this focus on self may seem narcissistic or 

self-indulgent. However, the difference between self-indulgence and working on DoS is 
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the goal. Self-indulgence is for the sake of one’s own pleasure. Working on DoS is for the 

sake of those that a pastor is called to serve. This is why time and again the literature on 

systemic leadership hoists the principle of DoS up as the key to longterm viability and 

growth in the pastor and the congregation. Bowen himself advised that real change within 

a relational system could begin when, 

One can find a family leader with the courage to define self, who is as invested in the 
welfare of the family as in self, who is neither angry nor dogmatic, whose energy goes to 
changing self rather than telling others what they should do, who can know and respect 
the multiple opinions of others, who can modify self in response to the strengths of the 
group, and who is not influenced by the irresponsible opinions of others. When one 
family member moves toward “differentiation”, the family symptoms disappear...A 
responsible family leader automatically generates mature leadership qualities in other 
family members who are to follow.156

 

 Because of the pastor’s positioning within the emotional field of the congregation, 

this work of learning how to be engaged and non-anxious is one of the most life-giving 

tasks that they can engage in, helping the system of a church heal or get unstuck from its 

most pressing relational problems. However, it should be noted that the goal for pastors 

working on DoS is not to eliminate anxiety. Instead, it is to manage it. First in oneself and 

then to help others do the same. Steinke (2006) makes the case that anxiety can be 

helpful, because “Anxiety provokes change. It prods and pushes us toward innovation or 

transformation.”157 Since some anxiety in the system can be helpful, the goal is to 

manage that anxiety, using the anxious energy circulating through the congregational 

system to solve pressing problems facing the community.  For example, anxiety around 

the need to hire new staff may or may not be problematic. If that anxiety is ignored or 
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mismanaged, then it can build, becoming a real problem. Congregants unable to deal with 

that anxiety might leave to go to a church where the position is already filled, or if the 

problem of hiring new staff is endemic of the current leadership, they might even demand 

a change in that leadership. However, if managed properly, the anxiety within the system 

does not have to lead to ruin. If it is a real need, and if it is managed properly, then that 

anxiety can help ensure a focused search where the right person is hired in a timely way. 

Much of this will depend upon how a pastor manages the anxiety within themselves, 

detriangles from congregants, and tends to the larger relational system of the church.

 For this reason, when pastors commit to working on DoS the overall 

organizational health of their congregation will make a corresponding shift. Similar to the 

way that healthy pastors are consistently clarifying who they are and their role in the 

system, Steinke (2014) writes that “Healthy congregations are always working on clarity, 

whether clarity of beliefs, direction, or responsibility”158. Rigorous clarity of who a 

congregation is and what it means to be a part of that congregation acts as the “immune 

system” that fights off anxiously toxic people. Healthy congregations will be clear about 

what is and is not helpful to their community and the overall mission of that community 

(Steinke, 2014). Less healthy congregations, on the other hand, will allow “more 

fuzziness, indecisiveness, vagueness, and secrets or disguises”159. 

 As a pastor clarifies their own vision of who they are, and who they are becoming, 

there is a corresponding shift in the overall direction of the congregation. There might be 

pushback, or some might choose to leave. As the system changes, the more anxious 
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members of that system will react in a predictably anxious way. Similar to the way that 

the body uses a fever to help fight off disease, a congregation might get “hot” for a period 

of time while it deals with its anxiety. Pastors who are working on differentiating 

themselves, and helping others to do the same, should expect that as the congregation 

changes the anxious elements within it will not be happy. In fact, this may even be a sign 

that pastors are being successful in their efforts. Anticipating and planning for this 

reaction can help pastors to brace for the pushback they will inevitably receive. However, 

a leader who is willing to stay calm, clarify where they end and where others begin, 

redirect others back to the big principles and vision of their institution, and who can keep 

one eye on the longterm goals while navigating the short term problems will build a 

system that lasts. Staying spiritually and emotionally healthy and persevering according 

to principle will always pay off over short term fixes that do not address the bigger issues 

of meaningfulness, manageability, or comprehensibility that every congregation needs 

(Steinke, 2006).    

 Congregations that have a clear sense of who they are and who are less anxious 

will have the mental and emotional space to imagine something outside of themselves. 

They also possess the energy to do more than fight, or recover from the previous quarrel. 

As anxiety diminishes, these congregations will be able to engage in some larger mission 

outside of themselves. Missions, hospitality that engages the local community, the role of 

faith and work in the believer’s life, as well as social and ecological justice can become 

aspects of the life of the church when it clarifies itself and its purpose in the world. 

Furthermore, the individuals participating in this sort of differentiated leadership will 
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themselves move towards differentiation. Author Robert Greenleaf, writes, “The best test, 

and most difficult to administer is, Do those served grow as persons? Do they, while 

being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to 

become servants?”160 Differentiated leadership should help those who are led to clarify 

their own sense of self—their own beliefs, desires, hopes, dreams, and the ability to act 

upon them—so that as they are led, they become more independent, more of a self, rather 

than more dependent upon the leader’s functioning for them. In short, when pastors focus 

on who they are and stay engaged with those around them, entire communities thrive. 

 One biblical example of the way in which clarity of self leads to greater health for 

all is found in Acts 6, where a “a complaint by the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews 

because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution” (Acts 6:1). Rather 

than looking for more information, giving or spending money, or taking up a building 

campaign, the Apostles, defined their self and what they would and would not do. They 

told the church, “It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve 

tables...But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 

6:2;4). In defining self, they placed the work of dealing with the problem back onto the 

community saying, “Therefore brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good 

repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty” (Acts 6:3). 

By doing this they allowed the church to embrace their own responsibility to the poor in 

their midst. They then shifted the positioning of those already within the congregational 

system to add representatives of those effected by the decision—Hellenized Jewish 
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Christians—to the committee that cared for the widows. In so doing, they shaped the 

system of the church in a way that not only dealt with a real problem, but also promoted 

health and greater relational and spiritual maturity for everyone in the church. This brief 

vignette shows that with systems, the answers to problems generally do not lie in a 

change in information or technique. Rather, it is in positioning, altering the way by which 

the various pieces relate, or in some cases, adding or subtracting pieces of the system. 

This is why rules, defined roles, and congregational structures are so important for 

ministry systems. 

  As pastors understand themselves and move their congregations towards a less 

anxious state of being, they can also start to see how the different aspects of the 

congregational system work towards either pathology or health. The way that this is often 

understood is that the leader of an organization guides the cultural norms of the 

institution over which they preside. Patrick Lencioni (2012) makes fostering this sort 

organizational health the chief priority of any leader, even more so than funding or 

information. He explains this in familial terms writing, 

The key ingredient for [organizational] improvement and success is not access to 
knowledge or resources, as helpful as those things may be. It’s really about the health of 
the environment. And consider this: if you had to bet on the future of one of two kids, one 
raised by loving parents in a solid home and the other a product of apathy and 
dysfunction, you’d always take the former regardless of the resources surrounding them. 
Well, the same is true in organizations.161 

 Therefore, a pastor working on DoS will find themselves managing the emotional 

climate of the church system that they are working in. For instance, Fred Rogers, 
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celebrated TV personality and Presbyterian pastor, was once asked about the similarities 

between what he was striving to achieve with Mr.Rogers’ Neighborhood and a church. 

“An atmosphere,” he said. What he was trying to create with Mr.Rogers’ Neighborhood 
was “an atmosphere that allows people to be comfortable enough to be who they are...A 
lot of this—all of this—is just tending the soil.”162 

 An important aspect of properly “tending the soil” of a congregation is 

understanding how its various parts fit together to create the sort of organizational health 

that Lencioni recommends. Donella Meadows (2008) explains that every system has 

leverage points, “places in the system where a small change could lead to a large shift in 

behavior”163. A tiny shift at one of these points can lead to a cascade of change at a later 

point. However, she warns that though some of these leverage points may be obvious to 

those familiar with the system, the consequences that flow out of changing them may not 

be. For example, Meadows names global problems such as poverty, resource depletion, 

environmental destruction, and unemployment as all being connected by the leverage 

point of economic growth. A small change in this growth worldwide has massive effects 

on the global system. More economic growth might mean less poverty, but it will also 

almost certainly mean greater environmental destruction, as well. The answer to these 

problems is not just growth, but a systemic evaluation of how growth is one of several 

leverage points. A focus on growth must also be connected to the principled question of, 

“Growth to what end?” Ultimately, because the problem is systemic, the solution to this 

problem will be systemic also. Yet, the way to begin to find out is to be a non-anxious 
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observer within the system. Otherwise, anxious inner or outer forces will impede those 

seeking a solution to how the overall system functions. Pastors examining their 

congregation will ask questions like, Who is doing what role? What unspoken rules do 

we abide by? Where are the drivers of growth? What aspects of this system keep it from 

afloat? Keep it stuck? and perhaps most importantly, What is my role in all of this? 

 Jim Collins (2019) explains that in the most simplistic terms, the leader of an 

organization is seeking to shape their system so that its functioning creates a positive 

feedback loop. The reason for this is that, “In creating a good-to-great transformation, 

there’s no single defining action, no grand program, no single killer innovation, no 

solitary lucky break, no miracle moment.”164 Every organization is a system, and so there 

is no single action that will solve for the whole. Rather, there are systemic actions that 

shape the functioning of a system over time. Collins is essentially advising leaders to 

reflect on the system that they lead, and to use their positioning within that system to 

create positive feedback loops that promote positive growth. He does this by relating a 

system’s positive feedback loop to a flywheel that gains momentum with each 

consecutive turn, advising that a leader needs to “understand how your specific flywheel 

turns”165, and that as the leader creates a mental model of what drives the momentum in 

their organization that each component needs to be an “almost inevitable consequence of 

the step that came before”166. Collins lists seven steps towards understanding how to 

create a positive feedback loop—a flywheel in Collins’ terminology—in an organization.
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1. Create a list of replicable successes your enterprise has achieved. This should include 
new initiatives and offerings that have far exceeded expectations. 

2. Compile a list of failures and disappointments. This should include new initiatives and 
offerings by your enterprise that have failed or fell far below expectations. 

3. Compare the successes to the disappointments and ask, “What do these successes and 
disappointments tell us about the possible components of our flywheel?”

4. Using the components you’ve identified (keeping it to four to six), sketch the flywheel. 
Where does the flywheel start—what’s the top of the loop? What follows next? And next 
after that? You should be able to explain why each component follows from the prior 
component. Outline the path back to the top of the loop. You should be able to explain 
how this loop cycles back upon itself to accelerate momentum.

5. If you have more than six components, you’re making it too complicated; consolidate and 
simplify to capture the essence of the flywheel.

6. Test the flywheel against your list of successes and disappointments. Does your empirical 
experience validate it? Tweak the diagram until you can explain your biggest replicable 
successes as outcomes arising directly from the flywheel, and your biggest 
disappointments as failures to execute or adhere to the flywheel.

7. Test the flywheel against the three circles of your Hedgehog Concept. A Hedgehog 
Concept is a simple, crystalline concept that flows from deeply understanding the 
intersection of the following three circles: (1) what you’re deeply passionate about, (2) 
what you can be the best in the world at, and (3) what drives your economic or resource 
engine. Does the flywheel fit with what you’re deeply passionate about—especially the 
guiding core purpose and enduring core values of the enterprise? Does the flywheel build 
upon what you can be the best in the world at? Does the flywheel help fuel your 
economic or resource engine?167  

 Collins also warns that it is possible to turn the flywheel in the opposite direction 

of growth and to create a negative feedback cycle, which he calls a doom loop. As the 

name implies, this is a place of high anxiety and highly anxious responses. “When caught 

in the doom loop, companies react to disappointing results without discipline—grasping 

for a new savior, program, fad, event, or direction—only to experience more 

disappointment.” When this happens, leaders are not operating according to well thought 

out principles that promote health or growth. Instead, they are acting out of anxiety, 

flailing about for a life preserver in the midst of a storm. A leader who is seeking DoS 

will attempt to stay calm and healthy, move according to principles, articulate a vision 

that guides what they will or will not do, and will look to craft a positive feedback loop 
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even when the initial results from such a cycle are small because they are new. In pastoral 

ministry, there will always be various crises or crisis people that clamor for their 

attention, but differentiated leaders will prioritize the overall good of the system, seeking 

to understand the feedback loops that create, threaten, or reshape their church.    

 Where, then, does the courage to be reflective enough to understand one’s self and 

the system they inhabit while also being engaged in the challenging work of pastoral 

ministry and DoS come from? Richardson (2005) advises that it comes from the use of 

spiritual practices and the way that the Spirit works through them in the pastor’s life. 

Relating it to Matthew’s account of Peter getting out of a fishing boat and walking on 

water towards Jesus (Matthew 14:27-33), Richardson notes the importance of pastors 

drawing the courage to be a distinct self in the midst of the storms of life and ministry. 

Christian spirituality that brings one near to the non-anxious presence of Jesus can lead 

pastors to do extraordinary things in ways that they never imagined. Yet, Richardson also 

uses Peter’s example to warn against what happens when the spiritual disciplines are 

neglected. 

The truly non-anxious presence of Jesus in the midst of the storm could have lowered 
Peter’s anxiety as he stepped out of the boat into the chaos of the violent waves. But 
taking his eyes off of the goal, reverting to his old way of functioning and fusing with his 
anxious imagination and fears, he began to sink.168

 Additionally, Root (2019) holds up the discipline of prayer as a key means to 

alleviate the existential anxiety that many pastors feel about living out a divine vocation 

within the pressures of a secular age. In such a time, divine action often seems opaque 

and numbers, metrics, and worldly success can drive some pastors’ anxiety “to find some 
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model or strategy outside divine action”169. However, it is in prayer that a pastor’s 

attention is redirected towards divine action. Through an encounter with the divine 

person, pastors who use the spiritual disciplines to bask in the non-anxious presence of 

God, find that they, along with all the other saints, “beholding the glory of the Lord, are 

being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor.3:18). 

Pastors who are using the spiritual disciplines will find that they are able to act in a more 

differentiated way with less anxiety. The goal is that not only will their serenity flow 

through the congregational system, so will the Christ-formed character that has been 

shaped in the presence of God.  

  Since pastors are both relational and spiritual beings, a focus on one aspect or the 

other will not do. Anxiety works its way through the whole who they are, and so pastors 

must find ways to deal with all of who they are. To this end, Harrington, Creech, and 

Taylor (2003) advise that a leader who is working on becoming a less anxious presence 

combine practices that promote emotional and spiritual health. According to them, 

pastors need to not only monitor their thinking patterns, manage their feelings, slow the 

pace of events and exchanges between persons. They ought to also engage spiritual 

disciplines such as, “Prayer, fasting, solitude, silence, and worship”170 so that they can 

have the emotional and spiritual space to reflect upon who they are and how they desire 

to operate with others. Additionally, they offer four suggestions when lowering anxiety 

by slowing the pace of events and exchanges; clarify before responding; breathe and 
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count; wait to respond; and ask for a time out if events get heated171. They warn, 

“Anxiety intensifies when leaders cannot reflect on their own inner lives and on the life 

of the system around them.”172 The spiritual disciplines promote awareness of self and 

the system, framing both within the concern of Christ. 

 From a systems perspective, spiritual formation works not only because it has 

been proven to lower anxiety. It also helps to internalize the principles that promote non-

anxious, differentiated action. Earley (2019) makes the case that habits shape the deepest, 

most automatic parts of the human brain, the basal ganglia, and that by creating a rule of 

life—communal habits of spiritual formation—the non-anxious person and principles of 

Christ are imprinted into the practitioner by the Spirit. Earley writes, “Habits are how we 

get our hands on our purpose...If you want to get your hands on who you are becoming, 

you ned to get your hands on habits. A rule of life is how we get our hands on our 

habits”173 Thus, creating a rule of life that takes into account the spiritual, emotional, and 

physical aspects of self can help pastors to schedule in and stick with the important 

disciplines that inculcate differentiated principles and lower anxiety. Thus, a commitment 

to the spiritual disciplines helps pastors translate the anxious energy that they feel 

flowing through them into efforts to back away, “get on the balcony”, and to do some 

self-reflection upon what is going on within the congregational system and their role 

within it. In so doing, they are better able to define self in spite of the moment’s demands. 

Additionally, in a mystical way, through disciplines such as prayer and silence, pastors 
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also bring that energy into the non-anxious emotional field of God, where drawing from 

his life they learn to internalize Christian principles such as love, peace, patience, and 

joy. 

 Pastors should see this sort of self-care and continued work on differentiation as a 

core part of their job. When hiring pastors, churches should be sure to build in regular 

times of continuing education and rest into a pastor’s seasonal schedule. They should also 

examine whether or not a sabbatical once every seven years is enough to maintain a 

healthy sense of self in the midst of a demanding job. A serious commitment to rest and 

reflection—sabbath, receiving counseling and mentorship, perhaps some sort of cohort 

style group of other pastors who understand the stressors of their calling and can journey 

together through life—can make a tremendous impact upon a pastor’s longterm health 

and growth. Heifetz and Linsky (2017) write about leadership in general, but their words 

are particularly pertinent to the challenges of pastoral ministry and the need for these 

sorts of anchoring disciplines, 

Human beings were not designed to deal with the nonstop modern world, so we must 
compensate. Getting anchors and keeping them, is at root, a matter of self-love, 
discipline, and purpose. It is a serious recognition that we need to care for ourselves in 
order to do justice to our values and aspirations. Without antidotes to the modern world, 
we lose perspective, jeopardize the issues that matter, and risk our future. We forget 
what’s on the line.”174

 Without intentionally building in, and sticking to, the disciplines of spiritual and 

emotional formation it can be easy for pastors to become unmoored from their sense of 

self and purpose. Again, this is not a matter of self-indulgence, but of ensuring that the 

person with the most important, and burdensome, positioning within the relational system 
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of the church is also healthy enough to guide the functioning of that system in a way that 

leads to greater maturity and vitality for all. If a church is serious about its need for 

strong, sustained leadership then it will carve out the time and space to give pastors the 

opportunities to seek their own growth and care. If they never receive these things, it is 

difficult to see how they can provide them to others. Simply thinking in the most 

pragmatic terms, churches ought to force pastors to prove that they are engaging in these 

transformational habits. There is too much at stake for their own longterm life together 

for them to allow their leaders to do otherwise. 

Conclusion

 The first chapter of this thesis began with a three-fold challenge involving the 

relational and emotional dynamics between pastors and their congregations in a secular 

age, as well as the question about how modern pastors should imagine their vocation in 

the North American context. Re-phrasing these challenges into questions, they are, how 

can the integration of DoS and Christian spiritual practices aid pastors in dealing with the 

rising tide of secularism and the “secular imaginary”? How can this integration help 

pastors navigate the vocational anxiety that arises when such an imaginary becomes the 

water in which they swim? How can it help pastors handle the relational anxiety that 

simply comes along with the work of ministry?  And finally, regarding the vocational 

image of modern pastors, if entrepreneur is not the best fit for modern pastors, what 

alternative image might the integration of DoS and spiritual practices provide? Having 

reached the conclusion of this thesis, the claim is that by integrating the emotional-

relational aspects of DoS with the spiritual formation of Christian practice, pastors are 
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best equipped to remain true to their divine calling in a secular age, while also staying 

calm in anxious systems. 

 The aim of this thesis has been to show that when pastors work on their own sense 

of self in relation to God and others, they are better able to enter into congregational 

families and lead out of a sense of who they are and what they have been called to do. 

The spiritual practices of prayer, solitude, fasting, worship, and the reading of scripture 

aid in the development of pastors’ emotional-relational maturity by helping them to 

briefly exit the congregational system and enter more deeply into the divine system. By 

doing so, pastors are able to slow down, lessen some of the relational anxiety that is 

attendant with ministry, and be redirected to the reality that their primary calling as 

pastors (and Christians) is, in the words of the Westminster Shorter Catechism, “to know 

God and enjoy him”, so that they can teach others to do the same.  As this happens, 

pastors’ imaginaries are reshaped through these practices by the working of the Spirit, so 

that they can better conceive of themselves and their calling under the light of scripture, 

rather than the modern, secular narrative with its horizons closed to divine action.  From 

here, pastors can lead out of a redirected sense of divine priorities, where things like 

grace, and the slow, patient coming of the Kingdom are more important than immediate 

results. This, in turn, leads to lower anxiety, creating the space for pastors to understand 

themselves and their limits, and to help others do the same. Perhaps most profoundly, by 

being at the forefront of this sort of change, and calling others to do the same, pastors can 

regain a sense of what it means to conceive of themselves as shepherds, as those who 

lead best by going ahead of their flock as they walk in the way of the Lord.   
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 Needless to say, in writing this thesis I have become acutely aware of some of its 

limitations. At the very least the following topics should be considered for further study:

-Further explorations in missiology. Namely, how DoS can help to articulate strategies for 

the corporate body of the church as it engages with modern North American culture? 

Characteristics of consumerism, secularism, and technology make for some historically 

unique challenges for the modern  

-Broader hermeneutical application of DoS and leadership theory in the four gospels, 

Acts, and Paul’s letters. Essentially, how can DoS provide pastors and scholars with a 

more multi-faceted understanding of Jesus’ and the Apostles’ ministries? Can it lend more 

insight into the growth of the early church? If so, what are the modern implications in 

North American pluralistic society?

-In dealing with systems leadership, and a consistent focus on understanding of self in 

relation to others, it would be helpful for someone to bring in the oftentimes tricky topic 

of politics. Namely, how DoS and systems thinking help pastors understand the interplay 

of politics within a denomination (if a church has an affiliation), the leadership within the 

church, and the overall politics of the church (Burns, Chapman, and Guthrie, 2019)?  

-Deeper engagement with DoS, Christian spirituality, and modern leadership theory. 

Systems theory has been helpful for organizational leadership, especially in the business 

world. Authors, such as Friedman and Creech, have made outstanding contributions to 

the church’s understanding of itself as a relational system, but what more could be 

learned by moving towards the organizational systems that Meadows and Senge have 

specialized in? Further weaving both relational and organizational systems theories 
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together could greatly benefit church leaders, who must contend with both aspects in their 

ministries.

-An exploration of how sociological techniques, such as Photovoice (Ammerman, Carrol, 

Dudley, McKinney, 1998), can aid pastors who are trying to understand the relational 

system that they occupy. How can sociological tools, such as these, help pastors navigate 

their congregational system, guiding it to get unstuck or even to grow?  

-In dealing with DoS and the needs of providing pastoral care to congregants, a more 

thorough investigation into the dynamics between the demands of walking with people 

through crises and caring for self needs to be examined. Especially pertinent to this 

conversation is deciding what sort of boundaries need to be established between pastors 

and congregants, and when, or if, those boundaries should be able to flex according to the 

severity of the situation. 

-There is an opportunity for a deeper exploration into the formative aspect of how 

Sunday-service worship impacts DoS. Does preaching style contribute to this? Liturgy? 

Song selection? The need to see how worship style might contribute to the differentiated 

functioning of congregants, and the corporate body itself, is a logical next step for the 

topics covered in this thesis.  

 Finally, the intent of this thesis has been to show the rich possibilities for 

integrating Bowen’s concept of differentiation of self with Christian theology, biblical 

hermeneutics, missiology, and leadership theory. In so doing, I have aimed to provide 

practical ways to conceive of pastoral success and growth in a self-consciously “Secular 

Age” where the values of an industrialized culture do not always align with those of God 
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and his church. Of particular concern has been a desire to show that there are no easy, 

one-size-fits-all solutions to the sticky challenges of pastoral leadership. Instead, what is 

required is an emphasis on the pastor’s sense of self and how that self interacts with the 

rest of the congregational system. 

 Coming from the Reformed tradition with its emphasis on the authority of 

scripture, I have found much comfort in the reality that the Bible has very little to provide 

in terms of leadership techniques. Instead, God has chosen to hand something much fuller 

and life-sustaining for his people. Rather than tips and tricks, he makes himself known to 

them, and he has told them, “Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened and do not 

be dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go” (Joshua 1:9). God’s 

differentiated willingness to hand a portion of the work of redemption to pastors while 

also being with those pastors is the greatest challenge, comfort, privilege, and source of 

personal growth that anyone could ask for within ministry. The genius of the Lord in 

doing this is that from this reality comes the necessary component of any sound 

leadership—a sense of self that is able to lead others with purpose through uncharted 

territory, and in spite of opposition.  By taking advantage of spiritual disciplines that 

foster the continued development of the differentiated self and moving towards others in 

a principled, Christlike way, my hope is that I, and many others with me, might be part of 

the Apostolic calling, “to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for the building up of 

the body of Christ” (Eph.4:12).   

 

Sola Deo Gloria
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