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TO MAKE HARD DECISIONS, ASK SIMIPLE QUESTIONS
I'm supposed to compose 800 words for the Vision  newsletter - but I'm finding it a lot easier to focus on hanging a mirror, straightening out a drawer, or just sorting and re-sorting my papers, than actually getting down to this important work. Most everyone would rather spend time crossing two dozen unimportant tasks off a to-do list than honestly tacking one significant problem. 

Do what's important. I learned this old leadership rule from former Ontario Bible College President Bill McRae long before Stephen Covey popularized it in his best-seller. And we have a much better reason to act this way than the words of Covey or McRae. What better thing can we do than imitate our Master who stopped the procession into Jericho to heal a blind man; who corrected his disciples and took a break from the "grown-up" teaching he was doing to bless little children; and who postponed his well-earned rest to wait for one woman to visit him at a well in the heat of the day? But even if we intend to do the important, there may still be barriers. 

What is important? Sometimes it's hard to know which things matter most. But there are certain principles. 

For example, people things matter a whole lot more than administrative things. I shudder to say this, because I don't want to take attention from the loveliest of the gifts the Spirit gives the local more church (all right, it's not any 



better than any other - but administration is the gift God gives my local church through me!) and when I administer, I feel his pleasure. 

Nevertheless, this good stuff should always be shoved aside, right off the leaders/elders/ pastoral team table in order to deal with people problems. The wise response of a Jewish teacher to Jesus' summary of the law was that loving God and people is more important than all other tasks of religion. 

If assemblies are struggling with people who are angry about Spirit-led changes - then leaders should deal with that before wrestling with the less important problem of not having enough money to pay the hydro bill. "First pray, talk, pray and go and be reconciled to your brother, then come and offer your gift. 

Local churches sometimes turn a blind eye to relational problems, matters of personal purity, and leaders who aren't loving; despite the fact that "love is the fulfillment of the law". Nothing else elders can do matters more than following the example of God who loved us. We also ought to love one another. So deal with the loving people issues now - first thing on the agenda! 

Another good rule of thumb for what's important is given pretty directly by Paul in Philippians 1. Verse 18 says in part that "the important thing is that...Christ is preached". Whether we allocate, 20 or 25 or even 45 minutes for a Sunday morning sermon matters little if we haven't talked through, prayed, and worked on the problem of deploying the members of the body in evangelism and outreach. 

G.K.Chesterton said that one of the grand principles of life is that experts don't always have a very clear perspective in their own fields (he used this principle to argue that we should use juries, rather than judges and lawyers, to make decisions about guilt, innocence and justice). Sometimes we can't see the forest for the trees. We spend so much time deciding what night we should have prayer meeting that we forget to ask whether we are getting any effective praying done. We get our monthly pot-luck lunch so well organized that we never wonder whether we are experiencing fellowship a tiny bit as deeply as the Christians did in Acts 2. In fact, it is these big picture questions we should be dealing with first. 

I find it easy to remember a phrase of C.S. Lewis from his classic The Screwtape Letters. In that work he teaches by contradiction that God wants us to "ask simple questions". In the local church, I think this means that we don't spend so much time figuring out small details, imagining ramifications of decisions or anything like that. Rather, we say to ourselves: "Is this the loving thing to do?" "Is it biblical?" "Are we acting in a godly way?" "Is this clothing ourselves with humility?" "What would Jesus do?" "What really matters here?" "Are we seeking the kingdom first?" - or any questions of that sort. The plain answers to those questions usually show us what we should be dealing with, and how we should be dealing. 

The hard decisions - of course all that's left is the IMMENSE problem of choosing to really get down to and deal with the real problems. Let me offer just a few quick suggestions: 

1. Replace every other elders' meeting with time spent only praying. Begin and end all elders meetings with a half-hour of prayer. It's hard not to do something wise after you've prayed a few hours. 

2. Bring your personal feelings and problems to the other elders. Do this through mutual accountability groups and in your formal meetings. Get practiced thinking about reality - not just theory. 

3. Brainstorm. Do this regularly and more aggressively once or twice a year in a retreat situation with other elders. Ask simple questions and talk about what really matters - agree about what must he done - and write up an action plan with deadline dates and names of those responsible. 

4. Commit together as leaders to stop doing the work of Deacons.
  
T. Jay Gurnett

London, ON
Nothing matters more than following the example of God who loved us.
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