
CHAPTER 10 

RESTORATIVE AND 
LIBERA TING CARE: 

HEALING A CONGREGATION 
A rich and mature experience is one in which such feelings as pain 
and joy, hope and fear, anger and penitence all coexist in a complex 
whole rather than one in which they simply displace each other. 

John B. Cobb, Jr. 1 

THE CONGREGATION'S CRISIS 

This chapter recounts and interprets one congregation's struggles 
to recover from the discovery that its highly regarded married 
male minister had been sexually involved with several female 

members of the congregation over an extended period of his ministry. 2 
Psychosystems categories are drawn upon to interpret the symptomatic 
crisis and intervention strategies necessary for a transformative recovery 
of a congregation. The purpose is to illuminate how a psychosystemic 
approach may be applied directly to the world beyond that of individuals 
and families. The qualitative connection between persons and their larger 
worlds is dramatically apparent in this situation. 
The Suburban Mennonite Church is a small, activist congregation of 

the Mennonite Church.3 It is located in a middle-class suburb near a 
nuclear bomb factory. It has been noted for its peace activism. Its 
membership is made up of largely college-educated persons from the 
professional class. It has a wide range of ages, but most of the adults are 
from thirty-five to fifty-five. There are a variety of programs by which to 
educate believers and to inform activists. The congregation has inspired a 
strong loyalty. There is a strong connecting network. It is a covenant-like 
community, deeply committed to promote justice, to enhance individual 
and collective well-being, and to preserve the sanctity of life. 
There are several identifiable phases involved in the congregation's 

movement from crisis to resolution. It has been difficult to determine a 
precise chronology and to select the most relevant facts from a variety of 
conflicting accounts. However, the congregation has not raised questions 
of fact in responding to my accounting. 
The precursor-secret phase is largely reconstructed retrospectively, in the 
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light of subsequently remembered and discovered facts. The minister 
and the congregation had been in fellowship for over twenty years. The 
minister was a widely known leader in the church and community. He 
was particularly noted for his creativity in congregational leadership 
and for his courageous peace activism. He was an influential model of 
radical discipleship. He mixed a charismatic personal style with 
facilitative leadership in the congregation. Members of the congrega­ 
tion found him sensitive and available in their personal crises, offering 
support as well as decisive assessments about which course of actions 
would be best for them. At the same time, he affirmed the obligation of 
people to make their own decisions, even if these were in tension with 
conventional wisdom. He easily evoked confidence in his pastoral 
leadership and elicited personal trust so that a number of people readily 
confided in him. He knew a great deal about the intimate personal lives 
of his parishioners: 
The congregation had a clear identity and took itself very seriously, in 

the best sense of that word. It saw itself as uniquely faithful to the 
Anabaptist tradition and conceived its mission to be a peacemaking and 
justice-seeking church. New members were welcome. Because of the 
nature of the congregation and its minister, there were strong 
disagreements at times about how the church should interpret and live 
out its ministry. For example, some wanted more commitment to 
community living; others wanted a broader program and more emphasis 
upon improving the facilities. In spite of a strong covert lay hierarchy and 
these differences of opinion, the congregation usually followed the vision 
of the minister, in whose person many of their own convictions were 
expressed. This congregation had a lot to be justifiably proud of; it had a 
heritage, an ethos, and a mission to protect and to further. In 
psychosystemic terms, there was a positive relationship between 
contextual integrity and contextual creativity. Transactional processes 
were effective. Contending values were harmonized or accommodated. 
Power seemed to be open and accountable. Efforts to increase love, 
justice, and ecological responsibility were sustained and effective. 

From time to time since 1974 there were rumors that the minister had 
"inappropriate relationships" with certain female parishioners. These 
rumors were not pursued. A year or so before the sexual abuse of power 
came to light, there was some concern over the state of the minister's 
marriage and some financial assistance was provided for marital 
counseling. There was also concern that the minister appeared to be 
dating a single woman in the congregation. The romantic overtones of 
their public interactions were troubling to some, but little was done to 
confront this until other allegations came to light. The systemic impetus 
toward homeostasis predominated in spite of increasing dissonances. 
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During the discovery-chaos phase, beginning in the fall of 1986, a female 
member of the congregation confided to a study group that a year earlier 
the minister had made sexual advances to her when they were alone in a 
house on a work trip. During a back-rub, which was suggested by him, he 
began fondling her breasts. She was shocked and asked him to stop. It 
took nearly a year to make this public. When she told the study group, 
some thought it should be confronted as sexual abuse on the part of the 
minister. Others thought she was overreacting and that it should basically 
be forgotten. The group finally decided that the deacons should know 
and that the minister should be confronted. Through escalating 
symptoms, the congregational system began to enter a crisis centering 
around contending values, power imbalances, and creativity versus 
impairment. 
The chronology here is conflicting and incomplete. But it appears that 

something like the following happened. Individuals in the group were 
assigned to inform each of the deacons of the allegations. On the basis of 
Jesus' directive to confront an offender personally, the deacons asked the 
woman to confront the minister herself and to arrange a meeting with 
him and the deacons. This turned out badly, since the minister was angry 
and the woman felt more vulnerable.4 Subsequently, a meeting was 
arranged with the woman, the study group, the deacons, and the 
minister. The minister was confronted publicly at this time. He denied 
that he had done anything wrong and became very emotional. He said 
that he was being victimized by this process. The results were 
inconclusive, emotions were high, and people were quite conflicted about 
what to do next. The crisis had now become acute and the system was on 
the verge of a runaway. 
The deacons continued deliberating about how to proceed, since some 

members of the study group insisted that further victimization was taking 
place and they were very angry. The minister was angry, feeling he was 
being falsely accused, and victimized by this process. Others were angry 
that "the women" (a term used to designate a group of both males and 
females who were identified with the needs of those who survived the 
minister's victimization) were overreacting and taking out on the minister 
their hostility toward male authority. In the meantime, one woman in the 
study group and at least one deacon was informed that another woman in 
the congregation was being sexually abused by the minister in her 
counseling with him. She, however, was not ready to have this become 
public (partly because of how badly she thought the minister and deacon 
were handling the relatively less shocking case that had already come to 
light, and partly because the deacons told her not to bring it to light since 
they had enough information already). A number of other people in the 
congregation knew of these cases on a private, secret-keeping basis, while 
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