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One  of  the  most  topical  discussions  in  church  circles  these  days  is  the  question  of

relationships between Ministers and Elders or Lay people. The relationship in question is not

as it would be expected for it is distorted and usually ends in conflict.  If we were to be

honest we as Ministers must admit that we are to be blamed for some, if not most of these

conflicts  and  deterioration  of  relationships.  Most  conflicts  revolve  around  the  question,

“Who is  really  in charge here?” None defined roles result  in the question of “who is in

charge here?” In several situations, ministers are adamant that they are in control. On the

other hand elders also feel the minister is at their mercy.  At times we hear Session calling

the Minister their employee and thereby try to lord it over this servant/minister.  Dr Paul

Yonggi Cho in his book “Solving Life’s Problems” says, a healthy and realistic self image is

important and that your self-image is your relationship with self, influencing everything one

does. He goes on to show that building of a healthy relationship can be compared to the

building of a house. Therefore beginning with the solid ground of a good self image a person

can construct a strong foundation. Now if this foundation is absent any relationship that is

envisaged is bound to suffer.

When we say “manage”, we imply, to promote, encourage and maintain the relationship

between two or more people. It goes without saying that if a relationship is not managed

well  it  deteriorates  and one group begins to dominate  the other .Unfortunately  in most

instances  relationships  can  easily  be  affected  outside  the  group;  and  if  it  is  between a

Minister and the Elders, they meaning elders are likely to garner support from other elders

and gang against  the Minister  because of  them being many.  Everyone  would agree that
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maintaining healthy relationships is work on itself, work which needs effort and commitment

from both parties. The commitment can be in the form of simple visits by both groups one

to another. As these are not done, it follows that the relationship in question then withers

and ultimately  dies.  Unfortunately  most  of  this  kind of  relationship  does  not  exist.  The

majority are likely to dominate the Minister and naturally influence the congregants. The

congregation takes cue of how to treat their minister from the elders. If elders make it their

business  to  ridicule  or  speak  badly  about  their  minister,  obviously  they  will  follow suit.

Hence the strained relationships will easily affect the work of the Minister and the church.

The unhealthy relationship manifests itself through disrespect of either the minister or the

elders. Such relationships are characterised by suspicion which breeds mistrust. Ministers

are equally cautioned to be on task and not act in manners that might make them to be

disrespected by lay people. That usually happens when ministers do not do what is expected

of them or worse, than that, when they do not work at all. E.g. Those who are only Sunday

Pastors and sit and watch soapies and movies the whole day.
When the relations have deteriorated statements such as: “you found us here, this is our

church, and you will leave us here”. .....“I am the Minister here, anyone who doesn’t obey

or listen to what I say is free to leave as I have been placed/put here by the Presbytery....

In this kind of a relationship hell breaks loose, tensions and conflicts become the order of

the day, more especially in meetings of the church, including Session. As indicated earlier,

this is an undesired unnecessary ‘fight’ which is the opposite of what should characterise

the relationship between the ministers and church elders.  The church should be able to

mirror  relationships  characterised  by  mutual  respect,  support,  encouragement  and

understanding. There should be trust, honesty, faithfulness, and openness. If these values

are present and well nurtured, we can be sure that the relationship is healthy. 

What does the Bible say about relationships between Ministers and Elders?

Matthew 4:4

1Pet 5v 2-3, 1 Tim 3 v 1-3, Ps 105 v 15

Elders are part of the flock and are under the care of the minister. From these passages,

ministers are to maintain good healthy relationships with their elders by ensuring that:
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-they feed the flock and lead them to greener pastures- nurturing and confirming their

vision. Ministers must never be tempted to bypass their elders and share their vision

with the congregation as this causes discord.  (Matthews 4:4; I Pet 5:2-3)

-they lead a clean life. 

Elders are also instructed to respect and obey their ministers and to do them no harm.

In order to manage a healthy relationship, the minister as the teaching elder is the one

who should teach elders of their responsibilities. There is a need to work at promoting

healthy relationships and the following tools will be helpful in building the relationship.

Tools for managing healthy relationships:

1. Good communication:
The Core of every relationship rests on how people communicate with each other. One way

of communicating with each other is to listen and guard what comes out of our mouths. The

problem with most of us in leadership is that we don’t know how to listen. Listening is one

of four primary forms of communication, along with reading, writing and of course speaking.

When people talk we are usually too busy preparing a response which will judge, advice or

probe. People generally want to be heard not judged and unfortunately those of us who sit

here as leaders we find ourselves doing that often.

Words have a far reaching implication as they can bring health or sickness, build or destroy.

An old American Indian Proverb says “Listen or thy tongue will make thee deaf”. The trick is

listen first and talk second. We fight often in congregations because this simple habit of

seeing  things  from  another’s  point  of  view  before  sharing  our  own  is  mostly  absent.

Remember friends, the deepest need of a human heart is to be understood.

Careless statements can ruin a healthy relationship between ministers and elders. It thus

becomes imperative that both the teaching elder and the elders should select life giving

encouraging words that impart blessing when communicating with each other.

“As the silk  worm builds  its  own cocoon by the threads of  its  mouth,  so people  build

relationships with words”. If we criticise and complain, speaking negative thoughts, our
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dreams and relationships will  surely  suffer. In building solid healthy relationships,  those

involved  need to  minister  positive  words  of  confirmation.  When words  and  actions  are

combined  the  results  are  more  complete.  Ministers  and  elders  should  refrain  from

destructive criticism, sarcasm, and blame and down playing one another.

2. Each group must stick to their functions and roles.

The Manual of Faith and Order of The UPCSA spells out clearly what the roles of ministers

and elders are. The roles must not be confused and neglected e.g. the pulpit belongs to the

minister and if elders demand to be put on the preaching plan they may be interfering with

his  duties.  Sociology  theory  on  functionalism says  that  each  party  in  the  society  has  a

pertinent role to play, and if the said parties are not aware of their roles they pre- set a stage

for problematic relationships.

3. Prayer 
Ministers and elders are to be a prayerful team. They need to meet from time to time just

for prayers. It is said that the family that prays together stays together. This is also true to

leaders in the church. The reason we have tensions that are endless is also a reflection of our

spirituality and leadership that is prayer less. Unfortunately, this aspect is often overlooked.

Prayers soften one’s conscience and make them aware of whom they are before God.
4. Honesty

If we want to build healthy lasting and God honouring relationships we have to be honest

first to God, self and those around us. Honesty is at the heart of integrity. Those who live

with falsehoods and dishonesty cannot construct the foundation that  is  needed to build

relationships. Thou they may be attractive to look at, the people who truly know them will

avoid close contact. There is an Afrikaans saying that says “die Kerk is mooi van ver af maar

ver van mooi af.” The Church looks good from a far but it far from good. The major cause to

this is bad relationship that exists amongst leaders and since this is a spirit it can easily be

transferred to the congregation. Unless we are honest with each other about who we are

and what our mission is, we cannot expect to build a progressive God fearing Community.
Conclusion

In conclusion it  is  important to indicate  that  at  the beginning of every relationship both

parties must be deliberate in their effort to make the relationship healthy and workable. It

must never be someone else’s responsibility but yours as a leader to work in harmony with

others for the sake of God’s church. If Ministers and Elders can work with the understanding
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that they are part of a team and that we are all winners when the team wins, we will strive

to work for the team always .In team work we don’t care who gets the credit. The tools we

referred to above requires humility to be at the centre of our operation. Remember we have

many parts but ONE body. The aim must always be about God and God’s people entrusted to

us as Leaders .We must always remind ourselves that the Church BELONGS to GOD and we

are honoured to have been chosen to serve. 
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