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RUTH HALEY BARTON ON LEADERSHIP
By Jerry Smith

In the introduction to her book Pursuing God’s Will Together: A Discernment Practice for Leadership Groups Ruth Haley Barton unnerves the reader with these words;

This approach to leadership presents unique challenges because it requires us to move beyond  reliance on human thinking and strategizing to a place of deep listening and response to the Spirit of God within and among us (p. 11).

This of course requires us to be living in a paradigm that includes the active presence of a Living God who actually longs to commune with us and share with us His plan for His bride.

It also presupposes that all of the leadership team (read vestry in our case) subscribe to the theology that God’s goal includes our personal transformation AND that leaders themselves are actively pursuing this end by engaging in the necessary disciplines that will make them available to both hear and obey the God they serve.

The first two chapters of this book paint the picture of God’s goal as identified in scripture and then concludes (for the leadership team of a parish): 

if everyone in the group is experienced in the spiritual discipline described here and practicing them regularly, go on the chapter three. If some aren’t, determine which disciplines the group needs to understand and practice more consistently, then plan to go and get on the same page… (p. 48) before moving on as a group.

She argues later:

The presence of even one person who doesn’t get it or who actively resists—no matter how gifted he or she is might be in other ways—can negatively affect the group’s ability to function well as a spiritual community (p. 79).

The pastor who is also a people pleaser may find this difficult but when Jesus said ‘woe to you when all speak well of you’ he was more probably speaking to the awkwardness of attempting to authentically follow God’s direction among other religious folk than among a culture that could not care any less about spiritual things.

Barton has written many other equally challenging yet inspiring books in the genre of spiritual transformation. It seems that the longing of her ministry is to witness the church become the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham in Genesis 12 (you will need to go back and read that yourself). She writes:

when a leadership group starts making decisions in this fashion (utilizing the biblical disciplines she outlines in this book) the stress of making major decisions subsides. Our joy in community and confidence in God’s intimate presence increases dramatically (p. 227).

It has been my experience that it never gets better than when you are partnered with leaders who share the longing to be in the place God wants them.

This is not magic. It is not a program that was developed by a successful church that you want to be like. It is not anything less than learning to become the people God actually wants us to be in our little corner of the vineyard. 

The ascension challenge of Jesus was to go and be His witness in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8) but the real challenge is for us to begin to understand what that means in Tallahassee, Mayo, Jacksonville and High Springs. How do we BE God’s people growing as effective witnesses that reflect the love and mercy of God to people in our part of this broken world?

I would encourage you to pick up a copy of Barton’s book, it may just change the way you engage in ministry.


Pursuing God’s Will Together: A Discernment Practice for Leadership Groups by Ruth Haley Barton (Paperback, 1994) may be ordered via one of our fine bookstores associated with churches in the Diocese of Florida or via Amazon.
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