
The Rules 
Israel Galindo 

A short course to effective 
systems functioning in the 
congregational setting. 

A fter a couple of consultations with two pastors related to ap-
proaching leadership from a systems perspective, each, on sepa-

rate occasions, asked me, “Are these things written anywhere? Is there a book?” 
I gave them a list of good “systems books” off the top of my head, but I realized 
that some of the things I’d been sharing would not be easily tracked down. A lot 
of what of what I shared comprised of “oral tradition,” things I’d learned, read, 
overheard, or acquired from others about leadership in ministry. 
 In an effort to be helpful, and to test my own thinking related to what I’d 
shared I decided to compile a working list of “rules.” These are what I call 
“derivative rules,” meaning that while they are based on what Bowen Family 
Systems Theory (BFST) says about relationship systems, they pertain primarily 
to the congregational system. These “rules” are a mix of axioms, guidelines, and 
principles that capture in a phrase some of the important things to remember re-
lated to leadership in the congregational setting. 
 You’ll recognize some of these, and you probably have a personal story 
or two for several. I’m sure you have your own rules to add to the list—ones that 
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address other aspects of leadership in ministry, or a well-turned phrase that makes these in-
sights memorable to you. These are just some of the “rules” I’ve used when coaching clergy 
as a way to help them remember the dynamics of emotional process and of the leadership 
function related to it. They may appear like a laundry list as you read along, so let me pro-
vide the thread that runs through them: the leadership function of the pastor has to do with 
the systemic nature of congregations as emotional systems. Pastoral leaders are those per-
sons who occupy the chief, or a primary, position of leadership in the congregational set-
ting: a senior pastor, a rabbi, a pastor, an interim pastor, and to some extent, pastoral staff. 
The intersections between ministry and theology and BFST are that both deal with (1) the 
nature of relationships, and (2) striving to understanding the nature of persons. Ministry is 
about relationships—and systems theory is all about how people relate to one another. 
 
Rule 1: You are responsible for your own functioning, not that of your  
congregation or staff. 
 
One major trap for clergy is the widespread demand that they take responsibility for things 
that rightly are not theirs. This is exacerbated by the prevalent propensity of pastors to ac-
cept that demand. After all, they are in the business of “salvation” and redemption, right? 

In this regard, it’s helpful to remember that a congregation is an example of a 
chronically anxious system. The issue is not that a congregation will experience acute anxi-
ety every once in a while, it’s that it is an anxious system. Chronically anxious systems 
come about when the system is structured for it: when someone in the system is made re-
sponsible for someone else’s functioning. For example, when pastors are made responsible 
for people’s faith or for the functioning of their staff; when youth ministers are made re-
sponsible for the behavior and spirituality of teenagers; when the staff is made responsible 
for people’s attendance and participation in church programs; or, when a committee is made 
responsible for how much money people give. 
 The fact of the matter is that the leader can only take responsibility for his or her 
own functioning, not that of others. To attempt to do otherwise is to set oneself up for burn-
out, for being willful, for falling into patterns of overfunctioning, or for dramatic and inva-
sive boundaries violations. Needless to say the less differentiated or mature persons in the 
system will not be able to appreciate this stance, especially during times of acute anxiety. 
The call to “do something about” a staff person or a church member or a committee will 
often be the demand placed on the pastor of a congregation, followed by the insistence that 
“it’s your job to ensure that people do what they’re supposed to.” The wise leader knows 
that his or her job is not to think for or micromanage others, rather, to challenge persons to-
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ward responsibility, and to hold them accountable for their behaviors and choices. 
 The trap in this rule is that lazy people have great capacity to use good theory for 
poor ends. For the lazy leader, it’s too easy to say, “That’s not my responsibility.” So it’s 
important to get clear about what is your responsibility and your appropriate function as the 
leader in the system. 
 
Rule 2: Your congregation is not your family. 
 
The fact is that, despite the warm metaphor we commonly use, a congregation is NOT a 
family. A congregation is a localized, institutionalized expression of a larger social system: 
the organized religious system.1 The relationship that clergy have with their congregations 
often leads to seductive enmeshment. But until you understand what a congregation is, it’s 
unlikely you’ll be able to provide the leadership it needs. 

While it’s helpful to understand that a congregation is not a family, it often is more 
helpful to remember that your congregation is not your family. Staying committed to doing 
one’s family of origin work will often provide a corrective to this confusion. How often has 
a pastor not been able to challenge an acting out lay leader because that person stirs up emo-
tional process issues related to the father-son or father-daughter relationship in the pastor’s 
family? Or how often has a pastor not been able to provide effective pastoral care for a fam-
ily in crisis because he finds himself thrust into family emotional process that strikes too 
close to home? And how many times does a young minister feel crushed and rejected at not 
being able to be “accepted” by a family-sized/style church whose members are clearer about 
family boundaries than the pastor? Unless you are a patriarch pastor of a family-church, it’s 
helpful to remember that your congregation is not your family. 
 
Rule 3: Your congregation may not be your church. 
 
While the fact is that we all need community, the paradox about ministry is that more often 
than not, the congregations that pastors lead may never be their “church.” Clergy occupy a 
particular and unique place in the congregational system, and the things that church mem-
bers seek of their church is often not available to clergy. 
 I think it’s possible to find “church” within your congregation, and I think you can 
develop intimate personal friendships with congregational members. But issues related to 
the pastor’s position in the system often means that a pastor will never experience his or her 
own congregation as “church” (sometimes that extends to the pastor’s family as well). Is-
sues such as tenure, a disparity in the stages of faith of the pastor and the church, a clash of 
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culture (educational, socio-economic, social, ethnic), or a difference in spirituality styles can 
often result in enough differences that preclude the pastors from finding “church” in their 
own congregations. 
 
Rule 4: You cannot separate pastoral leadership functioning from  
family of origin emotional process. 
 
Perhaps it’s the vocational aspect of “being a pastor” that makes for such a strong connec-
tion between the family-of-origin and the congregational functioning of the pastoral leader. 
I think it is truer than we may want it to be, that we lead our congregations out of our posi-
tion in our family of origin. 
 For example, one of the most interesting insights you’ll likely attain is how much 
you function in your congregational system out of the birth order in your family. You will 
likely run a meeting, relate to your staff, and even preach in “the voice” out of your birth 
order than any other quality or professional practice, technique, management style, or 
“leadership style.” There often are deeper issues here, like living out the ecclesiastical call-
ing that came from your family or a person in your family (usually “Mom”); or seeking pa-
ternal approval, or seeking to meet validation needs, or even, finding redemption. The les-
son here: do your family of origin work! 
 
Rule 5: Your context has more influence on your functioning than  
factors like personality or skills 
 
One of the most powerful concepts of systems theory is that when we enter an emotional 
system, we become a part of it. And despite illusions of individuality and self-
determination, the fact is that the systems of which we are a part ultimately influence us 
more that we influence the system. In terms of pastoral leadership, the contextual factors of 
a congregation will have more influence on our function than will personality or leadership 
skills. Specifically, things like the congregational culture, the congregational size/style, its 
spirituality style, lifespan stage, homeostatic forces, and homeostatic emotional process. 
 For example, as soon as a pastor enters the system in the position of leader, he or 
she automatically occupies one point of several systemic triangles. Some of those triangles 
will be systemic “Monster Triangles” that are part of both the homeostasis and the structure 
of the system. Those monster triangles are multi-generational and likely have been the bane 
and burden of every pastoral leader to occupy that position in the system—they come with 
the job! One way to manage one’s anxiety is to remind oneself that “this is not about me,” 

For more on birth 
order characteristics 
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even when it feels like it! 
 But lest we be too hard on congregational systems, let’s remember that we bring our 
own emotional-anxiety triangles with us into the system, and we’ll likely take our personal 
triangles with us when we leave—much to the relief of our congregation, for it’s likely that 
we’ve hooked them into occupying a part of our triangles as well. 
 
Rule 6: Never be afraid of losing (firing) underfunctioning, immature,  
or incompetent staff. 
 
I’m always amazed at the level of underfunctioning, if not simple ineptitude, that congrega-
tions tolerate from their leaders. I suppose it can be considered the downside of Christian 
charity. But if you are the leader in the system and you tolerate the low performers and the 
immature in the system, you’ll lose your best people first. There is no quicker way to de-
value the good work of the best people you have than to tolerate those who are irresponsible 
or just not up to par. And in times of crisis and anxiety, your best people will be your most 
valuable resource when you most need it. Effective leaders move toward  and cultivate 
strength and health in the system. 
 
Rule 7: If you’ve had a string of dysfunctional churches, the problem is  
probably with you and not with the churches. 
 
Have you ever heard a pastor say, “Why is it that no matter what church I got to I always 
end up with the same bunch of @&#* idiots?!” If you’ve had a string of dysfunctional 
churches, the problem is probably with YOU and not the churches. One explanation is that 
health attracts health and dysfunction attracts dysfunction. We each tend to be attracted to 
certain emotional field of homeostatic patterns because we like what we know and resist 
change and challenge. We all have our neuroses of choice; we prefer the pain we know. 
Emotional and spiritual co-dependency often are the ties that bind clergy and congregations 
together. 
 
Rule 8: Don’t expect spiritual maturity from persons who are  
emotionally immature. 
 
There is a point of intersection between one’s emotional maturity, capacity for self-
differentiation, and one’s spiritual maturity. False piety is the last refuge of the willful, and 
the content of spiritual language often masks a multitude of sins. Knowing how to discern 
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the disparity between content of speech and function allows us to respond better to those 
whose relationship with the church is too wrapped up in issues of pseudo-self or unresolved 
family-of-origin issues they are trying to work out in the congregational system. 
 However, because religion and beliefs do not trump biology, I think it is not very 
helpful to spend time questioning people’s motives. Regardless of our desire to believe oth-
erwise, most of us are driven more by our emotions than by our rationality. The brain’s Job 
1 is survival, physical and then existential. The amygdale is the first organ in the brain to be 
fully developed at birth, and is the only organ in the brain that is not connected to the cortex. 
This walnut-sized organ at the base of our brain (just behind the eyeballs) stores memories 
associated with emotional events (fear, anger, threat (fight/flight), etc.). But because it is not 
directly connected to the parts of our brain that process cognition, when we’re anxious we 
have great difficulty connecting feeling and thinking, or reflecting on what we are experi-
encing (which is a good thing, really. If we come across a hungry tiger we want our amyg-
dale to induce panic, get the adrenalin going and startle us into flight, rather than allow our 
frontal lobe to become enchanted with the aesthetic beauty of the animal and pause in con-
templative admiration). 
 Most people are not aware enough of the cause of their behaviors, feelings, or ac-
tions (that is, their internal emotional process) to understand their motivation. (I’ve heard 
one of the most mature, educated and rational church members say to me, after getting 
caught up the passions of a church crisis, “I don’t know what happened to me. I just went 
crazy.”). Most of us aren’t smart enough to know what motivates us to do the things we do, 
either. So, it is more helpful to focus on how a person functions than on what he or she says. 
In other words, focus on emotional process, not content, and allow people their right to go 
crazy every once in a while. 
 
Rule 9: If you have to chose between feelings and facts, choose facts. 
 
The biggest trap for the immature and undifferentiated is the inability to distinguish fact 
from feeling. Remember that in Bowen’s scale of differentiation, the higher you are on the 
scale the greater your capacity to separate feeling from thinking. Facts have no meaning in 
and of themselves; they are “just facts.” We tend to “interpret” facts by the experience of 
our emotions. Or, more precisely, by the feelings that we associate with certain “facts” or 
the perception of fact. If we can separate unhelpful learned emotional from facts (like guilt, 
fear, or panic), then the facts become a resource. Facts can give perspective for discernment; 
anxiety only yields myopia. 
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Rule 10: If you have to choose between principles and relationships,  
choose principles. 
 
This is one of those rules that at first pass sounds “anti-Christian” and counter-intuitive. We 
are taught that relationship is at the heart of what it means to be Christian and at the center 
of what it means to be “in community.” That, to be loving, patient, longsuffering, and for-
giving are paramount Christian values. But the point here is that a self-differentiated leader 
holds well-articulated guiding beliefs and values that allow him or her to discern the differ-
ence between moving toward a life goal (a life calling or vision) and being enmeshed and 
held back by those who prefer homeostasis. 

The leader often has to make choices based on what is best for the system as a 
whole rather than what is convenient, or best, for individuals in the system. The critical 
leadership function of providing a vision for the system means that clergy often will need to 
make a commitment to the principles and values that lead toward the realization of a vision, 
or the integrity of the mission, over the desires, or needs, of certain individuals in the sys-
tem. Of course, the undifferentiated lack the capacity to tolerate distance, or to appreciate 
when someone is moving toward their own goals and dreams. For them, it will feel like 
abandonment and callousness, and will often result in reactivity like sabotage or seduction. 

 
Rule 11: You are a pastor in the middle of the story of a congregation. 
 
One of the most mystical, and most powerful, concepts in BFST is that of the multigenera-
tional transmission process of relationship systems. This multigenerational process is a pow-
erful force at work in biological families and in congregations, which are a form of commu-
nity. When pastors become leaders in their congregations they inherit some things that have 
come down from the generations that they cannot change, and some things they should not 
change—regardless of how un-aesthetic, un-theological, or un-sophisticated it may be. 
 This multigenerational force is so powerful that often it seems to have the force of a 
tidal wave or tsunami. Author Edwin Friedman has been cited as saying how little change 
he’d seen in his congregation despite almost thirty years of effort. Plus ce change, plus ce 
meme chose. “The more things change….” If you do ministry with integrity you will leave 
legacies and may make some difference, but in the large scheme of things, those changes 
will be minimal; perhaps inconsequential. Enter well and leave well. In the meantime, be a 
good steward and have fun. 
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Rule 12: Preaching is a function, not performance. 
 
Preaching is a function related to the position of the pastor (leader) in the congregational 
context, and his or her relationship with the congregation, as much as it is about hermeneuti-
cal interpretations of the text. Preaching in the congregational setting requires giving atten-
tion to systemic issues about the position and function of leader in the system, including: 
providing vision, ensuring corporate memory (being the communal storyteller), being pro-
phetic (challenging the homeostasis), functioning as the differentiated “head” of the system, 
guarding the system from opportunistic viruses, etc. (This instead of sending messages like, 
“I need you to like me,” or, “You’d be lost without me,” or, “I have all the answers, don’t 
think for yourselves.”). I suspect that the overfocus on preaching as performance has a lot to 
do with the anxiety related to pastors’ lack of working on Self, issues of competence, and 
their relationship with the congregation. 
 
Rule 13: If you don’t understand your congregation’s culture, you’ll likely 
never be able to effect developmental change. 
 
Culture is one of the most powerful elements in any system, yet it seems to be one of the 
least understood and most underappreciated areas that pastoral leaders address. Culture is a 
corporate dimension that develops over time—it is not “invented.” It is multigenerational, 
and it helps a congregation define “who we are because of what we do.” 
 Culture consists of things like: corporate values, norms, practices, rituals and rites, 
narratives, artifacts, and ways of being together. Culture, in part, determines how people 
enter a system and leave it, who belongs and who does not, and what roles and functions the 
members of the system play. Unless pastors understand that they carry out ministry within 
the contextual culture of the congregation I suspect they will never be able to effect devel-
opmental change in that system. 
 
Rule 14: Leadership is not about managing systemic anxiety. 
 
You have probably heard this one before, but it’s so fundamental and such a common mis-
understanding that it’s worth repeating. The function of leadership is not about lowering or 
managing systemic anxiety—it’s more about managing homeostasis dynamics. 
 So much systemic anxiety is perceived to be about “change” that we lose sight of 
the fact that change is the norm, not the exception. Systems will always deal with change—
internally and externally driven; evolutionary, developmental, crisis-oriented, planned, etc. 
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The point of anxiety is probably more about the forces of homeostasis than about the reality 
of change. But, the more important perspective is that leadership is about those functions 
related to one’s position in the system, so ultimately, it’s about managing one’s self on the 
midst of change and in the face of homeostasis. This is very hard. 
 
Rule 15: When anxiety peaks, focus on principles, not issues. 
 
Some of the most frequent calls I get from pastors have to do with “issues” in their congre-
gations. This is not surprising since anxious systems (and anxious persons) focus on issues, 
namely, “content,” and the emotional capital they invest in them. Remember that those who 
lack self-differentiation lack a capacity to distinguish fact from feeling or self (identify) 
from content (belief). It does not take long before the focus on “issues” by ideologues or the 
insistent in the system results in blaming, choosing sides, and fingerpointing. If not checked, 
the anxiety feeds on itself and cycles into scapegoating and focusing on “others.” You’ll 
know you’ve reached a crisis point when the most anxious in the system focus on by-laws, 
insist on conformity, and call for ultimatums. 
 High-functioning leaders can recognize the difference between content and process, 
and there can discern what really is going on. Low functioning leaders will often go into 
overdrive and address issues-oriented crises by offering the scapegoat, re-organizing, micro-
managing, or throwing themselves into “action.” Look for these reactive automatic re-
sponses, and never confuse them with “having a plan” or “taking care of the problem.” 

Well-functioning leaders will focus on the things that will help get through a crisis 
in the most healthy ways. They will focus on: Principles, Emotional process, Functioning, 
Vision, Identity, and Challenge (as opposed to issues, anxiety, content, crisis, others, and 
conformity). This requires courage and toughness. People may not “like” you. 
 
Conclusion 
 
“Rules” can serve as guidelines, and are handy shortcuts to good functioning in times of 
anxiety. But, in the sort run, there are no determinative indicators for how things will turn 
out. Ministry and congregational leadership are complex and messy human enterprises that 
involve people who are imperfect, fallible, and often passionate (and at times, passionate 
about the wrong things).  You can do all the right things and still lose. You can follow 
sound process and end up with the wrong outcome. You can have the best of motives and 
still do a lot of harm.  On the other hand, in the long run, yes, you can make a determinative 
comment about how things will turn out—everything ends. So, keep it in perspective.  
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