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Religious leadership
I am one of those people who love to read. Newspapers, books, magazines, and even serious 
journals captivate me and fascinate me. As someone who loves the written word, some 
publications become like old friends. Old clippings and articles from newspapers, though dog-
eared and yellow, still are in the familiar folder. Special editions of magazines and journals are in 
a special place for reference. And certain books are always on the shelf to be looked at again, to 
be rediscovered and appreciated, like old friends. I came across one of my "old friends" the 
other day and realized why I had kept it around. It was a book on parish leadership by John 
Shea, William McCready, Andrew Greeley and Mary Durkin published in 1981. !
The church and parish life have changed so rapidly, one could well ask: "Of what value is a book 
ten years old?" It is amazing how we apply geriatric principles even to the written word. Re-
reading this book reminded me why I kept it. It offers some excellent insights into the leadership 
asked of priests and others in leadership positions within a parish community. !

Lovable troublemaking!
The authors describe leadership in a parish as ''an exercise in lovable troublemaking." This is 
certainly a unique job description for a pastor, but it is rooted in the successful experiences of 
priests as pastors throughout our country. Key to religious leadership is the simple assertion 
"that the people must love their priest. This doesn't mean that they must be happy with him all 
the time, that they must be pleased with everything he does, or that they must be satisfied with 
his faults and failings ... we simply say that the people must love their priest." !
But how does the priest generate love among his people? The authors' response is obvious: 
"The answer is that he generates love the same way anybody generates love - by loving. If a 
priest truly loves his people, then he will be irresistible; not all the time, and not with everyone, 
and for some of the people, none of the time. The last thing that some people want is a loving 
priest." !

Love: challenging and comforting!
In loving people, the priest must be both comforting and challenging. Comforting love is difficult 
because ''comfort has to be sensitive, respectful, freedom-producing, adult and self-giving. ... It 
is especially difficult because if you comfort someone else effectively, you both admit your own 
vulnerability and indeed become vulnerable yourself." People are not looking for ''those who can 
solve all their problems or answer all their questions ... more than anything else, they look to 
those who minister to them for their presence as loving, caring and forgiving people."  
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Priests must also be challengers. "They must be troublemakers because, in addition to 
strengthening the ties of love and affection within the local community by their encouragement, 
they must also point to the world beyond the community and indeed to the problems in the 
community." Pastoring expects the priest to call to the attention of his people "the opportunities, 
the challenges, the responsibilities, and the obligations they would rather not see. He must do 
this discreetly, skillfully, charmingly, and effectively. He is not likely, under normal circumstances, 
to accomplish it by prophetic denunciation, but he must do it insistently, in season and out." !
As religious leadership challenges people to fidelity to the Gospel and our tradition as a 
community of faith, the priest must recognize that same challenge in his own life. What is said 
by the authors regarding the religious leadership of the priest-pastor must also be addressed to 
all people in religious leadership today. !

Need for encouragement!
If priests and others are to exercise the needed religious leadership expected today, if they are 
to be leaders who love their people by comforting them and challenging them, they must receive 
encouragement. Religious leaders need encouragement from their people. Religious leaders 
need encouragement from each other. Professional lay ministers in the church today need to 
encourage priests and find ways to encourage young men to consider priesthood as a vocation. 
Priests must support, encourage and respect the competency of others who share ministry with 
them. It is this collaborative model of respect, encouragement and support which will help all 
religious leadership to be loving people who live out the responsibility to being comforting and 
challenging. !
I believe that our priests and religious leadership here in the Church of Western Washington 
work very hard to be such loving people. A book may remain on a shelf or in a box for a long 
time. But it is good to meet an old friend. May God's grace and peace be yours. 
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