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Dealing with the informal leader in the church

There is a difference in how and why things are handled, in the church, the way they are. Those
differences are worth addressing further. There are reasons the informal leader gets out of line. I
divided this article into two sections:
e The reasons the informal leader creates conflict.
e What you, as the pastor/servant leader, need to keep in practice, at all times, to try to prevent
this from happening as often as it does.

A. Reasons the informal leader creates conflict.
1. The informal leader:
e Challenges the status quo. He/She wants to be an agent of discovery and improvement. If they
feel like their creativity is being stifled, that can create a problem.

e Is aperson of influence. The informal leader influences because they help others see what
needs to be done and then show them the path forward. Often, they feel they may not get as
many things done as they would like because they are being sidetracked by the pastor/servant
leader or the others in formal leadership. Remember, they are not big-picture thinkers.

e Is not normally a big-picture thinker. The informal leader doesn’t normally see things from a
broad perspective. They generally have a specific problem or concern they want to address.
How addressing that concern, the way they want to address it, will affect other things going on
in the ministry, may not be a priority.

e Requires the pastor/servant leader to believe the best in them and show it. The informal leader
wants you, as pastor/servant leader, to give them the benefit of the doubt. See what they are
trying to accomplish favorably until you get all the input. That you may have so many more
pressing things has to be managed. If the informal leader believes, the pastor/servant leader is
not willing to gather all the facts before drawing a final conclusion; they will not remain
positive.

e Requires the pastor/servant leader to communicate effectively. As the pastor/servant leader,
you need to be skilled in how you accept or reject a proposal. You should filter the informal
leader through the mass of information available and get him/her to the most important
information needed to achieve the vision.

o Needs to see the pastor/servant leader as credible. The informal leader needs to know, as the
pastor/servant leader, your personal life is consistent with your professional life; you should be
the same, no matter who is around. If you show yourself to be one who cannot be trusted, the
informal leader most probably will not support you.

e Should see the pastor/servant leader as a teacher and mentor. You may or may not lay out the
relationship formally, however, as the pastor/servant leader you should be a teacher who loves
to help others develop. You should model leadership principles; help others to be credible



people; identify growth opportunities; coach others on personal development; and not be afraid
of delegating responsibility. The informal leader needs to feel you are concerned about him/her
and the work he/she is doing. If that does not happen, he/she can become bitter, no longer want
to be a part and worse, discuss their negative feelings with anyone who will listen.

Needs to know the pastor/servant leader is not threatened by people who are smarter, have
more skills, and/or experience than they do. As the pastor/servant leader, you have to
remember, it’s God’s vision. This informal leader is a part of the provision God gave you to see
His vision come to pass. Take pleasure in seeing the informal leader succeed. If you don’t, you
will create a David/Saul relationship. You don’t have to worry about this person taking your
glory (whatever that is) or splitting the church/ministry. It does not belong to you; it belongs to
God. He will take care of it and you. Are you living and believing what you are preaching and
teaching?

Needs a master delegator who empowers others. As the pastor/servant leader, develop others
and learn to delegate responsibilities. You are making disciples. The informal leader wants to
be empowered. To do so, you have to recognize that making front-line decisions is part of the
development and learning process. The informal leader needs to be comfortable taking risks
and making decisions. They also need to know they will make mistakes. It is the pastor/servant
leader’s job to make sure the informal leader learns from their mistakes, and not be crucified
and judged. We rarely reach a destination by chance. The effective pastor/servant leader is a
strategy expert. They work with the informal leader to craft a path to reach a destination that
may not always look exactly like what you both thought it would, but gets the ministry closer to
achieving God’s vision. If the informal leader feels like they are walking through a minefield,
that goes badly for him/her, for you, and for the ministry.

Needs a pastor/servant leader who will stand firm. As the pastor/servant leader, you must
establish boundaries, and allow the informal leader to test decision-making skills and problem-
solving. This not only helps with the informal leader’s development, it also takes the bottleneck
out of addressing issues. Debriefing after a mistake is made, and coaching the informal leader
to think of what might have been a better approach, is part of the learning process. When you
do this, you will guide the informal leader, and therefore those he/she influences, towards a
well-defined, easy to understand, worthy vision, despite hardships, setbacks and
disappointments. Though things change fast, there must be some things which are consistent,
which can grab and keep the informal leader’s heart and energy long term. Otherwise, you will
not see genuine progress and often you will lose ground.

Needs his/her pastor/servant leader to be a team player. This does not mean you give up being
the leader of the team. This means you work well with the informal leader to get things done.
The informal leader operates out of a win-win philosophy and helps others to collaborate and
come to agreement in tasks. As the pastor/servant leader, you need to be skilled at managing
team dynamics and developing team cohesiveness. How? By holding the informal leader
accountable for his/her actions and keeping him/her focused on the goal. The informal leader
wants to influence the decision makers. Though he/she may not sit at the table, he/she wants to
feel his/her valuable talent is not being wasted and he/she is not being passed on opportunities.

Needs to have his/her successes celebrated from time to time. As the pastor/servant leader,
recognize the informal leader’s success and help the entire team celebrate as well. This is a
critical component in team function and development. If you don’t show gratitude because you



convince yourself the informal leader is not working for praise. You miss the opportunity to
teach the informal leader how to be an effective leader period.

Needs his/her pastor/servant leader to have balanced priorities. The informal leader looks for
the pastor/servant leader to have a good understanding of their personal priorities and to keep
all aspects of their lives balanced. As the pastor/servant leader, if you blur the lines between
what the ministry needs and what you need/want, you can mishandle the loyalty of the informal
leader. When anyone, including the informal leader, feels mishandled, they get heightened
emotions, may lose control, may feel bullied or backed into a spiritual corner. There is no way
to determine how he/she will respond. It may not be a pleasant scene.

Needs his/her pastor/servant leader to have ethics and integrity in all of their practices. The
pastor/servant leader builds the successful ministry on the trust of the members, of which the
informal leader is one. The best way to gain that trust is to demonstrate ethics and integrity in
church operations, not because of legal requirements, but because it is the right thing to do. The
integrity of any ministry affects everyone and every area of the ministry’s operations, which is
why incorporating ethics and integrity into the core fabric of the ministry is critical. As the
pastor/servant leader, when you say one thing and do something else, the informal leader
perceives you as a hypocrite. The informal leader will follow your lead. Do you really want
him/her to create double standards, falsify information, misrepresent the truth, etc.?

Needs his/her pastor/servant leader to have transparent accounting practices. Transparency with
finances is a basic expectation. It serves no one when the pastor/servant leader mismanages
funds, whether it is intentional or accidental. If it is accidental, transparency is the best way to
provide understanding and teach the informal leader what to do and what not to do. If it is
intentional, refusing to be transparent destroys trust.

Needs his/her pastor/servant leader to have a code-of-conduct. As the pastor/servant leader,
there should be clear boundaries for ethical behavior for everyone. There should be a Code-of-
Conduct Statement available for anyone to read that includes things like conflicts-of-interest,
confidentiality, respect for others, legal compliance, etc. With the Code-of-Conduct Statement,
the informal leader is less likely to feel pointed out or picked on when concerns you address
concerns.

Needs his/her pastor/servant leader to have biblical management practices. As the
pastor/servant leader, the management practices you uphold are the foundation for the integrity
of church/ministry. The informal leader can tarnish the ministry’s reputation can because of
unresolved issues. He/She observes how the pastor/servant leader responds to issues and
follows up on promises made. The informal leader who trust the pastor/servant leader is more
engaged and supportive of ministry efforts.

It is the job of the pastor/servant leader to create a culture where the informal leader supports
and does not tear down. If you are not doing your job well, it negatively affects the informal
leader and also has a negative impact on the ministry’s ability to meet goals and achieve
strategy.



B. Pastor/servant requirements, to minimize the negative influence of the informal leader.
1. There are some things the pastor/servant leader has to communicate regularly. If you don’t the
informal leader will have room to misinterpret and then miscommunicate what is going on within
the ministry.

2

3.

. The pastor/servant leader should:

Make sure the informal leader, and therefore the congregation, knows what mission God has
given to for the ministry. Not what is your mission (Habakkuk 2:1-3).

Make sure the informal leader, and therefore the congregation, understands their relationship to
you, through God, and the way Christ is present and presented in the world. The church is the
body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:27).

Make sure the informal leader, and therefore the congregation, understands “servant
leadership.” The cross is the ultimate message of self-giving love (Phil. 2:1-11; John 13:12-17.

Make sure the informal leader, and therefore the congregation, understands the relationship
between reconciliation and effective leadership. A ministry that is achieving God’s purpose in
the world will break down barriers between individuals and groups (2 Corinthians 5:16-18).

Make sure the informal leader, and therefore the congregation, understands what the Bible
teaches and what your ministry believes about suffering and leadership. The Bible is clear in its
teaching that one reason Christians suffer is because obedience to the word generates resistance
and hostility. (1 Pet. 3:8-12).

Make sure servant leader, and therefore the congregation, understands how your ministry
reflects conforms to biblical teaching above in its policies, organizational goals, and form of
government.

Make sure servant leader, and therefore the congregation, understands there are similarities and
also differences between leadership in the ministry and leadership in other spheres of society.
Human behavior, social, psychological, and organizational laws are rooted in creation and
apply to all organizations, including the church. Explain what the ministry believes about the
differences. Making sure the informal leader sees “church” is a unique organism and source of
life in which Christ and the Holy Spirit dwell, directed toward biblical ends and goals, and
governed by biblical commitments and practices (i.e., prayer, worship, study, witness, and
service). Make sure the informal leader understands he/she cannot explain how the ministry
functions in organizational terms alone; he/she must guard against approaches to leadership that
merely accommaodate to the broader culture.

If you take the time to incorporate these items into your day-to-day communication, there are

some positive outcomes you expect to see.

A display of character in the informal leader which will generate trust in the ministry and for
the pastor/servant leader.

A conviction in the informal leader which will help promote the ministry.

The informal leader competently working to help the ministry function as a healthy system; one
that deals with the normal anxieties and conflicts of communal life in healthy/productive way.
The informal leader in union and flowing together with the pastor/servant leader to work
together in realizing God’s purposes.



