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Lesson One:  Doing Ministry Is Rough, Especially If You Are Naive 
 

 
I have been teaching seminary students for more than a decade. I do not 

want them to come back and say Professor Thomas, “You lied to me it is rough 

out here in these churches.”  It is one of the truths that I do the very best that I 

can to get across to each student. And yet there are variables that influence how 

much each student can hear me. When seminary professors and mentors 

communicate the “what is” of congregational life, some of the class will be able to 

hear it and some of the class will not 

 It was told by my professors, and certainly by mentors, that being a pastor 

would be tough and I could not hear it. Part of the reason that I could not hear it 

was because I was too naïve. I have struggled my entire ministry with a kind of 

naiveté about church people, ministry, and church politics.  In its best expression, 

I call it a kind of idealism. No one in my entire family was a member of the clergy 

– I was the first. I accepted my call with a kind of high school bravado – we (my 

church and I) were going to take the world for Christ.  I had no idea of the reality 

of church life. I had no idea that some, and I do mean some, church members 

could and would sabotage the ministry of the church.  I thought everyone wanted 

to see the church grow. I misunderstood the fear of change. I thought everyone 

wanted to grow in Christ, hear the truth proclaimed in preaching, and learn to 

pray and fast. What I experienced was that there were only some, and 



sometimes very few who were interested in truth, spiritual growth/change, and 

learning to fast and pray. I was naïve.  

I remember reading Acts 2:42 in seminary. This is the text on which the 

disciples had all things in common and devoted themselves to the Apostle’s 

teaching, prayer, and the breaking of bread. I had an Acts 2:42 view of the 

church. I came to understand later that this obsession was based not only in my 

passion for the Word of God, but was connected to my family of origin issues. 

The home that I grew up in did not have the relationships of Acts 2:42, and so I 

longed for it. I looked for the relationships of Acts 2:42 in seminary, and the 

church that I would pastor. Spiritual zeal (but not knowledge) for God was 

hardened into obsession by the unresolved relational issues in my family of 

origin. This yearning for perfect relationships drove my naiveté even deeper in 

my heart. 

It has taken me many, many, years, mistakes, and much pain to work 

through my naiveté.  I am still recovering.   I sat in the office of a therapist/life 

coach and I was helped to facilitate a major breakthrough. The coach went to the 

board and wrote these words, and asked me to respond. The coach wrote:  

Ministry is very hard, difficult, challenging, and overwhelmingly 

painful!  

I was then asked if the statement was true. I said, “The statement is true.”  Then 

the coach wrote a second statement: 

And it probably is not going to get any better! 



The tears came fast and furious as I was trying to accept reality. My naiveté had 

been hit squarely over the head.  I finally responded, “True.” Then the coach 

wrote a third statement on the board: 

Can that be okay? 

The moment of truth – can your new reality be okay? Can the fact that it is hard 

and painful be ok?  Can the fact that there are no perfect relationships and every 

relationship go through struggle and pain, and yet many still land in the category 

of joy and hope. Can that we ok?  Can we move out of the land of ought, should, 

and I wish to the land of “what is?”  I told the coach that if it could not be okay, 

then I should do something else with my life because the reality of church life is 

the fact that people would not change, and the pain would overwhelm me. It was 

not their pain, but my pain from placing unrealistic expectations and impractical 

standards on human beings and their predictable behavior. Now that the truth 

was on the table, I needed God to help me deal with the truth. The struggle was 

me battling myself – me battling a way that I looked at the world all of my life. It 

did not instantly become “okay,” but it did become better. 

I am excited to report that God has done something very special for me in 

these last few years. First, God has delivered me from being overly concerned 

with the opinion of people. Secondly, God has delivered me from the naiveté of 

my understanding of the church and the world. God has helped me to accept 

what is.  I am thankful to God that I am healing – not healed – but healing. 

When I could get some sense I healing, I noticed that my wife was 

finishing her last year of seminary, and ready to launch her ministerial career. I 



was totally surprised when my sixteen-year-old daughter accepted her call to 

ministry. In the midst of us going through a particularly painful time in the midst of 

congregational life, she got up one Sunday and announced her call. I had feared 

that the painful congregational experience would scar her and develop in her and 

my wife distaste for church and church people. But with a less naïve 

understanding of “what is,” than their father and husband, she accepted her call.  

“God does work in mysterious ways, God’s wonders to perform.”   All praise be 

unto God. 

 


