Professional Ministry Task Force – Excellence in Ministry
As American Baptists we honor the vital role played by leaders at all levels.  Wherever mission and people intersect, leaders are called upon to model, mobilize and multiply their efforts. We also expect character and excellence in our leaders.  We recognize that no one set of skills and gifts meet the broad demands of leadership in the church today.  We recognize that diverse contexts demand differing styles of leadership, yet it is important to lift up some characteristics or marks of excellent ministry that seem to exemplify it in many different settings. (Adapted from Key Ministry Area – Leadership)

In that our charge is that of attending to the concerns of the needs of clergy in the American Baptist Churches/USA our focus in this document is excellence in ministry.

While this list does not exhaust the possibilities, they are characteristics that are of special importance for any ministry that aims at a Christ-like excellence in the face of current challenges.

In order to move toward excellence clergy need to take responsibility for:

1. Developing regular spiritual disciplines;

2. Developing a pastoral imagination through ongoing habits of intellectual investigation and reflection on their practice;

3. Being lifelong learners who pay special attention to the kind of pastoral skills needed for the particular career state they are facing;

4. Being diligent in self-care concerning their physical and emotional health including nurturing “holy” friendships both within and outside their setting of ministry and maintaining appropriate, though not rigid, boundaries between their personal and family life and their work.

Let’s examine these one at a time:

Developing regular spiritual disciplines

Through spiritual disciplines clergy find the nourishment of strength and the grace to face the challenges of the day. Spiritual disciplines awaken a desire for God.  Proactive renewing of God’s grace helps sustain the clergy while dealing with the toxicity that many times exists in ministry.  Similarly, a lack of attention to one’s spiritual life has been shown to lead some clergy to doubt their call to ministry, to have seriously considered dropping out, to be lonely, isolated and drained in fulfilling their functions in their ministry.

Developing a pastoral imagination through ongoing habits of intellectual investigation and reflection on their practice
It is important for clergy to be able to respond faithfully, thoughtfully, innovatively and appropriately in the face of a rapidly changing world.  The challenges of each age require new ways of thinking and responding.  What is often required is a change in values, beliefs and behaviors if clergy are to reshape their congregation’s culture in faithfulness to the gospel. Craig Dykstra (Lilly Endowment, Religious Division) speaks of this kind of preparation as developing a distinctive kind of “pastoral imagination.”  It is a way of seeing into and interpreting the world which shapes everything a pastor thinks and does. The pastoral imagination involves “the constant interplay of attention to Scripture; sorting through the gospel’s call and demand on them and their congregation in their particular context.”

Being lifelong learners who pay special attention to the kind of pastoral skills needed for the particular career state they are facing
Clergy require regular nourishment that comes from systematic opportunities for continuing theological education; establishing regular habits of reading, taking part in formal or informal continuing education opportunities and when circumstances permit, taking regular sabbatical leaves for reflection and renewal.  Excellent pastoral leaders will seek out educational opportunities that address the issues they are facing, not only in their present ministries, but also issues they are encountering at the particular career stage in which they find themselves.  Excellence in ministry requires regular growing, deepening in knowledge of Scripture and theology, expanding an understanding of the world in which we live and the changes taking place around us, and developing new skills of communication, teaching, counseling, and leading.  The more things change, the more clergy must flex and incorporate new and upgraded skills and sensibilities into their ministries.

Being diligent in self-care concerning their physical and emotional health including nurturing “holy” friendships both within and outside their setting of ministry and maintaining appropriate, though not rigid, boundaries between their personal and family life and their work
Excellent ministry is difficult, if not impossible, if a person cuts oneself off from close friendships both within and outside the congregation.  “Holy” friendships grow out of an individual’s relationship with God.  Through the spiritual disciplines of prayer, meditation, and worship clergy discover the friendship of God.  This friendship with God is the basis for friendships that Christians develop with one another.  Such friendships respect the other’s boundaries and seek the other’s well-being.  Such friendships reduce the possibility of abuse and support excellent ministry.

Excellence in ministry would demand that clergy attend to health with regular physical, dental and eye exams, maintain a healthy diet and use caffeine, tobacco, alcohol and other mood altering substances in moderate proportions, if at all.  Important also is giving adequate attention to mental health and the willingness to seek professional help if need be.  Seeking to live an optimal balance of work, proper rest, renewal experiences, spiritual growth, mental stimulation and learning, social and recreational pursuits – these are the marks of a healthy lifestyle.  Many pastors could profit greatly from regular sabbatical opportunities provided to them by their church.

Clergy would view recharging themselves while playing with members of our family or practicing a favorite hobby or sport as important as church work and would also exercise their right as citizens to give time in their community, participating fully and personally within their communities.

While not a psycho-social area of development, an important area which greatly impacts excellence in ministry is financial stability.  Financially a healthy clergyperson would be responsible with their personal and discretionary funds, however, this is difficult if not impossible when employers under-fund clergy compensation.  Expecting clergy to work full-time for less than full-time pay undermines the clergy’s desire and ability to achieve excellence, and erodes their family life as well.
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