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Preaching, teaching, church administration, pastoral care skills: these are the classic
areas of training for pastors.! Clergy provide nurture, build community, teach the basics
of faith, and help bring separate individuals together to care for one another.
Additionally, ministers are held accountable for results in their ministry, often measured
through membership, baptisms, budgets, and confessions of faith. It can be argued that
pastors cannot perform any of these tasks well without the underlying skills of
emotional intelligence (EI).

There are many definitions of El, yet they all share a similar focus. In their
foundational EI research, Mayer, Caruso, and Salovey define EI as a “set of emotional
and social skills that influence the way we perceive and express ourselves, develop and
maintain social relationships, cope with challenges, and use emotional information in
an effective and meaningful way.”? In addition, Daniel Goleman has separated EI into
the competencies of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and
relationship management.® I will use Goleman's categories to describe how EI works in
a congregational setting.

Pastor Carol* is pastor of City United Methodist Church (UMC) whose
surrounding demographics have transformed in the last twenty years. Like many
congregations, City UMC is losing members and wondering how to move into the
tuture while honoring its history and legacy. The congregation must choose between
moving to the suburbs or focusing on inner city ministry. As Pastor Carol leads, she
needs to exercise the skills of EI as she navigates both relational dynamics in the
congregation and her own internal reactions. To do this, Carol must practice Goleman’s
four elements of EL

In this time of potential conflict, Carol knows several realities inside herself,
practicing the skill of self-awareness. She wants the church to survive and thrive; she
wants to be faithful to Jesus’ calling to the poor; she wants to ensure the survival of the
community she has led for the past eight years. She wants to manage congregational
conflict without it becoming destructive.

Pastor Carol must also exercise the EI skill of self-management. Leaders with skill
in self-management can “find ways to manage their disturbing emotions and impulses
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and even channel them in useful ways.”> For Carol, feeling angry is a signal for her to
pay attention and tend to her needs. When anger arises, this often comes from her not
feeling “important” —a dynamic she has addressed in therapy and which she knows
comes from her family of origin. Some church members dig in their heels, adopting an
all-or-nothing attitude about the challenges facing the church. Carol’s self-awareness is
primary to her self-management in these relationships. She needs to know what she is
feeling, what her values are, and what challenges she has in regulating her emotions in
relationship to others.

This leads to social awareness, which includes skills such as empathy,
organizational awareness, and service.® Pastor Carol has loved these people through
illnesses and life passages as well as facilitated their spiritual growth. She knows their
lives and struggles. Carol’s social awareness helps her to understand both how she is
connected to these people and how they are connected to each other.

The fourth element of El is relationship management, seen in leaders who are
inspirational and can lead change, manage conflict, and encourage teamwork and
collaboration.” As a facilitator of the visioning process, Carol navigates congregational
relationships and helps others do so as well. Carol must encourage teamwork and
collaboration among differing parties. She must attend to the ability of others to listen to
one another and work together.

This is a typical ministry example of clergy needing to use their EI to navigate
emotions as well as facilitate relationships with their congregants and community
partners. So, where do UMC clergy learn these skills of EI? As a CPE educator, I have
seen EI develop within CPE students. CPE is required in various religions and
denominations and even some UMC annual conferences, but it is not required in annual
conferences where I have served as clergy (Minnesota and West Ohio). So, I wondered:
Where do UMC clergy develop their El, especially those who have not done CPE?

WHY IS EI IMPORTANT FOR CLERGY?

Randall claims in his 2014 article about the EI of Anglican clergy, “Probably no
skill is more important to a priest than the interpersonal grace and comfort that comes
with EI and those who appear to be eccentric, aloof or uncomfortably shy will have
difficulty.”8 In addition, West et al. note:

The need for religious leaders to have El is greater than for other professionals

... because no other professional venue requires a person to manage as many

emotional and spiritual burdens as are demanded by religious leadership. Our

work challenges our internal fortitude, personal character, and individual
resolve. It often requires us to exceed our limits and push ourselves into a state of
compassion fatigue if we allow it.?
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El underlies many of the skills that clergy must perform every day. In addition, as
communities become more diverse ideologically and demographically, EI helps all of us
to navigate difference.!”

Additionally, change evokes anxiety and grief in individuals and groups,
necessitating help in managing these emotions; that management calls for EI from
congregational leaders. In Quietly Courageous: Leading the Church in a Changing World, Gil
Rendle, a senior consultant with the Texas Methodist Foundation, comments, “While
clergy cannot do everything by themselves, congregations rarely do more than can be
supported by the capacity and courage of their pastoral leaders.”!! Developing the
relationship management and self-regulation skills of EI helps clergy to navigate the
emotional impacts that happen when change inevitably occurs.

INTERVIEWS WITH CLERGY ABOUT EI

I interviewed nine clergy from the Minnesota and West Ohio Annual
Conferences of the United Methodist Church (UMC). They had from four to thirty years
of ministry experience (in various categories of UMC licensed and ordained ministry)
and were all partnered, with seven heterosexual, one gay and one lesbian pastor. Eight
were Euro-American and one was African American. Interviews were done to
understand how they developed EI and whether their level of EI was sufficient for the
tasks of ministry. Additionally, three other UMC clergy were interviewed who served
on boards or committees shepherding candidates through the ordination process.!?
These interviews were done to understand the clergy’s perception of candidates they
interview. Do they perceive these candidates as having adequate EI skills for ministry?
If not, what do they recommend for the development of EI skills?

Interviews were done using Brinkmann and Kvale’s “semi-structured life world
interview”!? to explore these pastors” emotional development with both set questions
and follow-up questions to delve further. Interviews were subsequently coded using
Atlas TI. Three main themes emerged, giving insight into how these clergy developed
the EI they use in their ministry.

Theme 1: The importance of the presence of trusted adults in their lives

The first theme concerns the presence of trusted adults in the lives of the clergy
when they were growing up. A typical comment was, “I had trusted adults around me
that I knew loved me, and it was a safe place for me.” Sometimes the trusted adults
were parents. But there were other community members who helped them to grow and
tind a sense of themselves. In his book Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More
Than 1Q, Goleman notes that our families are the first places that we learn about EI.14
Interviewees were exposed to trusted adults in various venues: churches, community
organizations, neighborhoods, and schools. These adults served as mentors,
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encouragers, and sometimes stand-ins for adult family members who were no longer
present.

One pastor described the variety of relationships she had growing up in this
way:
I felt called to ministry in high school, and I've always had relationships with people
who were older than me, who were younger than me, the kids, our youth group. And
so, diverse generational relationships have always been incredibly important to me. My
grandparents died, most of them when I was younger. . . . Just finding in the church—
never replacements—but people who, if you're open, will step in in different ways for
losses too. And that has always been, the church has generally been a place where I've
seen loving, compassionate care.

Others found adults who believed in them in the school setting. One pastor
learned a new awareness of who he was through these formative relationships:
I never saw myself that way as a leader of any kind. And I believe [a particular teacher]
saw something in me. . . . And it changed the way I understood myself as a leader, and .
.. it gave me permission to begin to develop some leadership skills. But it was only
because somebody else saw that opportunity waiting to happen in me.

One clergy person whose father had died when he was young talked about
adults who helped to raise him. He commented that his mother had always been
a really strong woman, very independent, and yet also built relationships with others.
So, I often said I had lots of mothers growing up, ‘cause she surrounded me with other
people who cared for me, so I felt that care, that love.

Theme 2: The importance of diversity for learning

The second theme that emerged was that these clergy had experiences with
difference, and they often sought out such experiences. A typical comment is, “I was
being called away from the familiar.” Four interviewees noted the diversity of student
bodies at their seminaries, with several choosing to go to seminary outside of their
home state. Some sought out racial diversity, and others experienced regional
differences. Of those who traveled out of state for seminary, all interacted with a variety
of Christian traditions, increasing their exposure to diverse theological beliefs. Others
had military or missionary experiences.

One pastor noted:

I recognized quick—I didn’t know it to have named it then—but I recognized

quickly . .. I was being called away from the familiar, and that I was crystal clear

about [that]. It was painful and it was really scary.

Another pastor who attended seminary outside of her native Ohio commented:
I felt really called to kind of get outside of this, my context, and experience other parts
of the United States and just other settings. . .. And I was listening to professors from a
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variety of denominations, a variety of backgrounds. I had more diversity in all kinds of
ways among my peers than I would have in college and really high school at all . . . and
I was like, “Whoa, there’s a lot of ways of seeing the world and understanding
Scripture” that I just had not been exposed to.

Others had experiences in different countries that were formative in terms of their self-
understanding:
One of the greatest experiences was we had a conversation with an extremist
group of Islam who gave us the most incredible hospitality I've seen before. . . .1
think guided experiences outside your . . . not just your comfort zone . . . but
where you're forced to look inward, are really helpful.

Theme 3: The importance of learning from peers in both informal and formal relationships

Informal peer relationships were mentioned quite often by the clergy I
interviewed. As one pastor put it, “I think that’s where I find the most help, is the
spaces where I can be honest and vulnerable.” Some of those informal relationships
occurred in their seminaries, while others had relationships with colleagues during
their pastoral formation.

We would talk about it as students . . . “So, how do you do that?” ... And then
some people graduated ahead of me, and then they would come back and talk about
what they were doing and what was working and what wasn’t. So, really early on it
was that, “Make sure you develop a group of friends, make sure you have a life outside
the church and all those kinds of things.”

Still another pastor noted the on-going importance of clergy friendships, saying:
I would say that [one particular clergy colleague] has been probably the biggest
influence in my life. He and I have had a fairly deep friendship for, gosh, over ten years,
and he really has helped me understand a lot of things. He’s pushed me when I needed
to be pushed, and he’s helped me, and we’ve helped each other.

Others noted the importance of their CPE experience—more formalized
relationships where feedback was encouraged and even required:

I've really never been in other settings where you're practicing that rhythm on a regular
basis and then having other people provide input into that too, and reflecting so deeply
on specific interactions, so I found that to be extraordinarily helpful. . . . I'll always be
glad for the training of CPE. I don’t think anything else has prepared me for the church
as well, in terms of just relating to people.

Another newer pastor commented, I absolutely loved every opportunity [in
CPE]; it was frustrating and enlightening at the same time, but . . . I really, really came
to understand, I think, a lot more about how I operate in social circles and how I
regulate my own emotions in ways that I have not been directed to do before. . .. And
then also seeing those blind spots and those weak spots to make sure that [ don’t...I
don’t feed them.
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One interviewee who had served on ordaining bodies had also worked in clergy
formation, organizing field education for seminary students. He noted,
The students that came back from [CPE] always were so much more aware of their
ingrained assumptions and behaviors. . . . And what a gift. Because in my experience to
have been in the church twenty years now, every parish I've served, every context I've
served, there’s always someone who hits my buttons. And early on I just blamed them,
right? And then I realized that, through gifts like this, became an opportunity to say,
“All right, what is it about my life, my past, my present that is making my reaction so
heightened?”

A member of the Board of Ordained Ministry summarized all of this by saying,
simply, “I think the best way to learn emotional intelligence is to be in community with
people so that you can get immediate feedback.”

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CLERGY FORMATION IN EMOTIONAL
INTELLIGENCE

Interviewees noted, and research supports, the following essentials in learning EI
needed for the tasks of ministry: (1) the importance of peers for learning and the
diversity/contrast those relationships create, (2) facilitation as foundational for learning,
(3) learning in context, and (4) engaging in ordination interviews in an emotionally
intelligent way.!®> These themes are intertwined with one another, focusing on the
relational context of ministry and how pastors learn through contrast with others and
awareness of themselves. White and Kimmons state that “emotional intelligence
matters in pastoral leadership because ministry is all about relationships and because
emotional intelligence is not static, it is of vital importance to anyone who seeks to train
and equip pastoral leaders.”1

The following recommendations for clergy formation emerged from the
interviews above.

Recommendation 1: Ensure that pastors and pastoral candidates learn from peers—For support
and challenge
In their report on the Transition into Ministry project, Wind and Wood note,
One way to frame the difference between the way new clergy entered their
pastoral ministries a century ago and the way that they do today is to see the
transition into ministry as a story of the loss of natural communities of practice
and repeated attempts to compensate for that loss.”

Clergy have lost some natural community connections that they might have had
as pastors many years ago. Today clergy function amid complex and often mobile lives,
sometimes moving for their training and ministerial appointments. The UMC
credentialing process seeks to provide stability in the person of a mentor. Others in
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formation may be involved in peer groups during the candidacy process. Some annual
conferences have sought to require various types of peer groups. With the ubiquity of
Zoom and other platforms, there is no longer an excuse for ‘lone rangers’ or isolation in
ministry. Yet this isolation still happens.

Distinguishing between learning and support is important when looking at
clergy groups. Some annual conferences encourage covenant/cluster groups. And while
they seem to provide support to those who participate, their main focus is not
necessarily on growth or education. Annual Conferences need clarity about whether groups
that clergy participate in are for learning or support. Surely both can happen in peer
groups. But often groups created for learning will need a facilitator. Clergy need
support, yet by and large they are more able and willing to give support to others than
they are to give challenge. As seen above, engaging the challenges that come from
differing points of view can lead to fruitful growth in EL

All interviewees cited an encounter with diversity as fundamental in developing
clergy EI This accords with many learning theories in which learning requires
experiences that upset the learner’s equilibrium. Contrast might occur because of major
demographic differences. But smaller differences can highlight that the way one thinks
is not the way everyone thinks.!8 In addition, current U.S. culture is not only diverse, it
is polarized. The church is one place where attention to functioning amid difference has
been paramount from the start, as seen in Paul’s admonition in 1 Corinthians 12.1°
Responding with a desire to learn instead of responding with polarization is an
important witness for the church in a divided society. But this posture requires self-
regulation amid the strong emotions that pastors and congregants might experience
when their worldviews are challenged.

Recommendation 2: Take seriously the importance of facilitation for clergy learning
Clergy learn the EI competencies of functioning amid diversity by being in the midst of
diversity and being guided in how to navigate it. And this diversity can lead to conflict.
Goleman et al. state,
The problem is, these conversations are ‘hot” and many leaders are afraid to start
the dialogue— fearful of taking it to the primal dimension. Too often, unsure of
their ability to handle the emotions that do arise when people talk honestly about
what is going on, leaders stick to the safe topics.?°

In successful learning groups, these dynamics are engaged by having skilled,
emotionally intelligent facilitators who can hold the anxiety of a group as it learns and
explores differences and conflict.?! In churches, pastors often facilitate groups. Clergy
need to have experiences of being held in conflict, of experiencing conflict that leads to
growth, so they will be able to lead the groups in their congregation in fruitful
exploration of differences.
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Facilitation is key for clergy learning. In my CPE groups, many beginning
students imagine gathering ministry peers together in their community or
denomination, consulting about challenges, church conflicts, and personal obstacles in
ministry. When they try to form these groups and do not get the same results that they
had in CPE, they are confused. What they have lacked is a facilitator who can hold
group members accountable with feedback that can bring tension and challenge.

In his study on how hospice nurses learn their trade, Clarke also notes the
importance of psychological safety in the workplace, specifically if one is to engage in
dialogue and reflection to develop emotional ability in the workplace.?? The pastors I
interviewed confirmed this—trust is important to peer relationships for learning.
Contextual learning in a safe enough relational environment is fundamental.?

Facilitators who keep group members engaged, particularly amid discomfort,
assist clergy in learning EI. This is especially true since UMC clergy do not seem to be a
risk-taking bunch and need some help with this. In his survey of clergy effectiveness,
DeShon (2010) found that, of the 341 pastors surveyed, “Risk taking was the lowest
ranked personal characteristic and also was lowest self-assessed competency.”?
Successful training methods (Transition into Ministry, clinical pastoral education,
Clergy Development Groups in Texas) have a facilitator who helps to focus the group
on their guiding task.

Recommendation 3: Help clergy learn in context

Much has been written about how people learn as well as where they learn.
Candidates for ministry often learn “context-free” information in seminary. As they
move beyond these first stages of learning, they progress to the competence stage.” For
clergy to be invested in the decisions they make in ministry, they must be ultimately
responsible for the outcome of their decisions, requiring learners to “decide for
themselves in each situation what plan or perspective to adopt without being sure that
it will turn out to be appropriate.”?® Generally, beginning learners (in internships or
tield education) have an overseeing pastor who will take ultimate responsibility for the
workings of the church. Here, learning happens “in context.” Rendle (2019) notes that
moving into Dreyfus’s competence stage “requires two additional factors: a willingness
to be overwhelmed and an acceptance of ultimate responsibility.”?’

Achieving competence in ministry is not just a stage that clergy traverse at the
beginning of their careers. Pastors need humility and a continued curiosity about
themselves and their vocation as their careers progress. As Wind and Wood state: “The
movement from novice to expert is not a path once traveled; it is a pathway traversed
again and again. . . . Ongoing pastoral formation requires the capacity to re-engage the
experience of being a novice without being intimidated by it.”?

In addition, clergy cited learning in context as crucial to how they continued to develop
their EI throughout their careers. By bouncing ideas off peers and encountering
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“disorienting dilemmas”? in interacting with other worldviews, contextual education—
whether formal or informal —was foundational. Rabbi Dr. Rachel Mikva of Chicago
Theological Seminary recommends that contextual education should be “a thread
throughout, not an episode in student’s theological education.”? In his findings with
hospice nurses mentioned above, Clarke states, “Dialogue and reflection may well be
two of the chief mechanisms associated with the learning process.”3!

Recommendation 4: Train credentialing bodies in emotionally intelligent interviewing
Finally, those on credentialing committees must also have the EI to evaluate the
potential pastor in front of them. Thus, training of those who evaluate clergy and clergy
candidates is a crucial step in ensuring that emotionally intelligent pastors are leading
our congregations.

The 2018 UMC Board of Ordained Ministry Handbook includes many substantive
sample questions that members can use as they interview candidates for ministry.3?
And yet, board and committee members also need to practice self-examination during
the interview. Goleman et al.’s four areas of EI can be informative in this self-
examination.

Self-Awareness: As committee members interview candidates, they check in with
themselves, asking core questions. How do I react to this candidate, or to other
members of the interview team? Does my reaction seem especially strong or out of
balance? Does this person remind me of anyone in my life, or from my past?

(2) Self-Management: After the committee member has noticed their reactions,
they then manage their emotional self. What do they know about themself that helps
them to manage their reaction? Is there something happening between them, the
interviewee, or the committee that needs to be addressed? Or is the reaction something
that the committee member must deal with outside of the interview? In paying
attention to their emotions and managing them, they discover important information
about their relationship to the interviewee or the other interviewers, allowing them to
ask questions informed by the relationships around them.

(3) Social Awareness: How does the committee member understand the context of
the interview and what it means for the interviewee to have their self and ministry
examined? Is the committee member informed by their own experiences in important
professional moments in their own life? How do they perceive the relationships in the
room and how the group is functioning together? Is the committee member aware of
how they help or hinder that functioning? Observing the interactions of the group can
give committee members a sense of why the interviewee might react the way that they
do.

(4) Relationship Management: Committee members are not only asking questions
but observing the interviewee. How does the ministry candidate manage relationships
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interviewee? Are there conflicts that need to be managed during the interview?
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Management of relationships shows up while negotiating conflict, coaching, and
influencing what happens during the interview, as well as through the teamwork one
demonstrates in working with peers during the interview process.

CONCLUSION

This exploration of EI in UMC pastors began by seeking to understand how clergy
develop EI, utilize EI in their ministries, and evaluate the EI of potential candidates for
ministry. El is essential for pastoral work. Encountering congregants through life
transitions, conflict, and a polarized society are sensitive and important tasks for clergy,
which require EI for clergy to be both effective and resilient. While we want clergy to
have EI, we may not be training our clergy in effective ways to achieve that outcome.
The interviews highlighted the various ways that clergy had developed EI throughout
their lives and ministries. Credentialing bodies have an interview process for potential
clergy that have strengths but could be improved with attention to EI. This goes not
only for those being interviewed but also for those who evaluate those candidates.
Going forward, it would be fruitful to measure the EI of more clergy, as has been done
in the Kentucky Annual Conference of the UMC®? and in Great Britain and Ireland.3*
After analyzing the data, effective training programs could be developed and tested to
address the specific areas of EI that are lacking. The recommendations I have included
are a means to the end of creating emotionally intelligent pastors who can lead the
church through today’s challenges and into a complex future.
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