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Editor's Note

his is a book born out of our love for local churches and our

gratitude for the theological educations we received. We all
give thanks for the churches we have served, especially the
churches we currently serve.

We also give thanks for those who taught us during our theo-
logical studies. Especially are we grateful for those individual
professors who helped us on our way:

—Larry Baker, for William L. Hendricks
—Hardy Clemons, for Boyd W. Hunt
—Jim Hightower, for D. Elton Trueblood
—Dave Long, for Frank Stagg

—Ann Melton, for Philip H. Briggs
—NMartin Thielen, for E. Glenn Hinson
—Scott Walker, for Bryant Hicks

| am especially grateful to First Baptist Church, Huntsville,
Alabama, for a study leave during which time | completed this
book. To the pastor and people of First Baptist Church, Bermuda,
who welcomed the Hightower family into their pasonage and me
into their pulpit, | give great thanks. To my friend, Dan Martin,
who encouraged me to redream this project when my first effort
failed, | say thank you for believing in the worth of this book. |
am deeply indebted to my wife, Cathy, for believing in my min-
istry, teaching me to use my computer, correcting my grammar,
and choosing to be my companion.

| have attempted to leave each contributor’s style intact. The
joy of working with this group of people is that each is a highly
competent professional minister who has given their heart to
Jesus Christ and their mind and hands to Christ’s church. The
people | have shared this project with are also some of my clos-
est friends. To them | say thanks for friendship and for sharing
with me the ministry of writing.
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To you the reader, some ministers serving local churches
already, some seminarians preparing to serve local churches, this
book is offered with the hope of more effective ministry.

Jim Hightower
The Baptist Parsonage
Devonshire, Bermuda
July 31, 1995
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You Can’t Get Your

Blessing from a Church
Scott Walker

received an excellent seminary education. Attending the

Southern Baptist Theological Seminary during the early 1970s,
the school was at the height of its prowess and strength, its
faculty ranks filled with world-renowned scholars. | fondly
remember Dr. George Beasley-Murray who opened the New
Testament world to me and gave me a lifelong love for biblical
exegesis. Dr. Glen Hinson intrigued me with his stimulating lec-
tures on church history, and Dr. Wayne Oates served as both
guide and mentor as we walked down the very personal and
introspective passages of pastoral care. These were rich years,
the greatest intellectual challenge of my life.

Upon graduation, however, | was not aware that my educa-
tion as a minister was only beginning. | was soon to discover that
many things would confront me as a professional minister for
which seminary did not—and perhaps, could not—prepare me.
One of those things was coming to terms with my own sense of
inadequacy and my insatiable need to please others. | soon
learned that successfully dealing with this one primal issue can
make or break a minister.

The Problem

What am | talking about? | am convinced that many, if not most,
professional ministers have an inordinate need to please their
church members or constituencies. Now, a certain amount of the
desire to please and be popular is normal and healthy. Our long-
ing to be loved and accepted by significant others is vital to
emotional and spiritual health. But some very gifted and skilled
ministers literally turn their lives into twisted pretzels by trying

to please and mollify everyone. The tragic result is professional
burnout, depression, and disillusionment.
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A typical example is a scenario that happens to every pastor
sooner or later. It is noon on a Sunday morning, and you are
standing at the door of the church. The choir is singing the final
measures of the benediction response. You are weak-kneed, and
wiping sweat from your brow. For the last twenty-five minutes
you have poured your heart and soul into a carefully crafted ser-
mon. Now, it is a vulnerable time. Already you are itching to ask
your spouse the weekly question: “How did | do, Honey? What
did you think of my sermon?”

Your parishioners file by, and you quietly tally the vote. Mrs.
Williams’ voice sounds the prevailing opinion, “I really liked
your sermon today. It spoke to me.” Without moving your lips or
losing professional dignity, a grin stretches from ear to ear. It is
wonderful to be loved and appreciated.

Then, at the end of the line, looms dour Mr. Brown. With the
weight of the world on his shoulders and piety oozing from every
pore, he intones, “I love you, brother, but we do not agree. When
you have lived longer, you'll see things differently.” Off he walks
into a glorious afternoon, having dumped his rain on your
parade.

On the way home, you fume. Dozens of people expressed in
verbal and nonverbal ways their love and support for your
thoughts, your ministry, and your personhood. But this one
man—the church sourpuss—has robbed you of your good mood,
your afternoon nap, your romp with the kids, your sense of self-
worth. His lonely voice thunders above all others. He has made
your life miserable.

Yet, at a deeper level, you sense that the real problem is deep
within you. Why have you given this one man so much power?
Why has he been able to stifle the dozens of voices of those who
affirm and support you? Why are you upset that you have not
pleased this one man? Why are you so hypersensitive to the opin-
ions of other people? And why must you satisfy everybody?
These questions gnaw at you. They point to an important and
unresolved issue in your life, a dynamic popularly called “the
blessing.”
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The Blessing

What is the blessing? This term comes from our Jewish heritage.
The Hebrew root word we translate as “blessing” literally means
“to speak well of” or “to praise.” The opposite of “to bless” is “to
curse.”

In the strongly paternalistic milieu of the Old Testament
world, there was an important familial rite of passage called the
blessing. In this rite, it was the duty of the father to give his
sons—particularly the eldest—his blessing. Often, this blessing
was given near the time of the father’'s death as an act of bestow-
ing inheritance. This form of the blessing is poignantly pictured
in the book of Genesis, when blind and ailing Isaac called his
oldest son Esau to kneel before him so that he might place his
hands ceremoniously upon his head and give his son the blessing.
But Jacob, the younger son, tricked his father and older brother.
He knelt before the blind old man, disguised as Esau, and Isaac
unwittingly gave Jacob the paternal blessing (Gen 27:1-40).

The blessing meant far more, however, than just receiving
inheritance and possessions. It also spoke of the father’s love,
acceptance, and praise of the son. It signified that the father
“spoke well” of his child. Symbolically it said to the young man,
“You are pleasing to me. You are worthy of my trust, my lineage,
my love, the profit of my lifetime. | am proud of you.”

Most significantly, the blessing—though accumulated over
the course of years—could be officially given only once, and the
action was irrevocable. The blessing could come to a boy only
from his father and was for all time. Whether or not a Hebrew
son received his father’s blessing had a tremendous impact on his
future. Esau grieved forever that Jacob had stolen his father’s
blessing. As an ancient Jewish maxim states, “The blessing of the
father builds the children’s housk.”

Today the term “the blessing” is used to describe a very
important emotional and psychological dynamic that transpires
between parents and their childréhis dynamic centers
around whether or not children grow up feeling that their par-
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ents—both father and mother—"speak well of them” or “praise
them” and, in short, give them their blessing. Though this sense
of blessing is not given in an official ceremony, as in ancient
times, it is nonetheless meted out verbally and nonverbally
throughout childhood and adolescence. By the time teenagers
leave home to face their own uncertain future, they intuitively
know whether or not they have received the blessing, or even a
partial blessing.

When children are fortunate enough to enter adulthood after
having, over the years, received the cumulative blessing of their
parents, then they are prepared to “build their house” in the
world. But without the parental blessing, a sense of self-doubt
and a lack of self-worth can be so prevalent that the basic
building blocks for constructing a life of happiness and self-
fulfillment are simply not available. This means that the presence
of the parental blessing upon one’s life is a major factor in the
mental and emotional health of adults.

The Withheld Blessing

Why would the parental blessing ever be withheld from a child?
Certainly, to ask such a question conjures up thoughts of parents
who do not love their children, who are coldhearted, selfish, and
irresponsible. And yet many people who struggle with a lack of
blessing come from homes where their parents truly loved them
and where much hard work and concern were directed toward
providing for their basic needs. Why, then, is a sense of blessing
often not adequately developed or communicated?

We must begin answering this question by making a crucial
qualifying statement. It is a fact that few children ever grow into
adulthood feeling they have fully received the parental blessing.
At best, a child knows that the major aspects of his or her life are
pleasing, accepted, and affirmed. And yet there are some remain-
ing areas where the blessing is missing. Receiving the blessing is
usually not an either/or proposition—we have it or we don't.
More often it is a matter of degree. Most of us will leave home
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positioned between the diverse polarities of feeling “mostly
blessed and accepted and enjoyed by my parents” to the more
painful feeling of being “mostly rejected, misunderstood, and a
disappointment to my parents.” Somewhere between these two
extremes our niche is carved by the wear and tear of years of
family interaction. Most of us cannot be fully blessed. That is an
unrealistic expectation. We can have the hope, though, that we
will be mostly blessed.

Driven to Be Blessed

What happens if deep within us—often at a subconscious level—
we do not feel that we have been adequately blessed? Usually we
become driven by an insatiable need to get somebody else to give
us their blessing. This somebody else can be a coach, a teacher, a
spouse, an employer, and—in the case of ministers—our church
members. Faced with an aching void of lack of self-worth, we
are constantly in search for somebody else to fill our emptiness
with words of affirmation, praise, and support. Yet, the tragedy is
that we are walking down a dead-end street. We cannot get some-
body else to give us the parental blessing.

| have experienced this dynamic in my own life. | have won-
derful parents and come from a very healthy family. But | missed
the blessing in at least one important aspect of my life.

My grandfather was a Colorado rancher and a true pioneer.
He built a successful ranch out of sparse barren land and lived by
the sweat of his brow. He pushed his three sons and two daugh-
ters to labor hard, and the greatest compliment you can receive in
our family tradition is to hear the words, “You are a good
worker!”

A generation later, when | was a young teenager living in the
Philippine Islands where my parents were missionaries, | began
to go through some typical adolescent rebellion. Far more inter-
ested in sports and girls than in work and academics, | let my
grades drop, my hair grow long, and | took a pretty “laid back”
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attitude toward life. One night, my “slide toward decadence”
came to a climax with my cowboy father.

| had brought home a very mediocre report card. My father, a
seminary professor, was incensed. When he tried to talk with me
about the matter, | acted disrespectful. He exploded. Taking me
by the arm and leading me outside on the porch for a little nose-
to-nose confrontation, he gritted his teeth and said, “Scott, your
laziness is going to be your downfall. God has given you a good
brain, and you are simply not using it. Now, if you can'’t learn to
be a good student and work hard, I'm going to send you home to
the ranch and, by God, you can sure learn how to sweat and use
your hands. I'm tired of your goofing off!”

With these words, he wheeled around and walked back
inside, leaving me fuming and shaken by the experience. Unfor-
tunately, Dad died of a heart attack several months later and
walked out of my life as well. We never had time to resolve our
conflict. A part of the blessing was never bestowed. And | never
forgot a message spoken in haste and frustration: “You are lazy .
.. and a lousy student!”

Fifteen years later, | was the pastor of my first church and
full of vim and vigor. | was putting in long sixty- and seventy-
hour weeks. | wanted to do my job right. My sermons were
carefully researched, manuscripted, and published each week for
the congregation—evidence of good scholarship. And | was
perpetual motion—visiting the sick, reorganizing the office,
working with the youth, meeting with every committee—and
proud of my long hours of work.

One day, the chairman of the deacons took me to lunch. In
the midst of conversation, this wise and older man looked me in
the eye and said, “Scott, you've got to slow down. You can't keep
up your hectic pace. We want you to be with us a long time.
You'll burn out if this pattern keeps up.”

His words were music to my ears. | respected his opinion
very much. Rather than hear and heed his warning, | felt he was
giving me the blessing | hungered for. He was bestowing the
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family motto upon me: “You are a good worker.” | basked in the
glow of the moment.

Rather than take his advice, however, | worked harder. And
sure enough, a year later | was exhausted, feeling depressed, and
wondering what was wrong with me. Clearly | had become a
driven person, driven by a lack of blessing in my life. And
nobody—the deacon chairman, the personnel committee, my
wife—could give me the blessing | had not received from my
father. | still felt compelled to prove that | was a conscientious
student and a “good worker.”

The Catch-22

Again, we must look to one of the central tenets of the Old
Testament blessing. Only the father could bestow the blessing
upon the child. And from our understanding of psychology, we
know that only the mother and father can bestow the parental
blessing upon their children. When this blessing is partial or
nonexistent, a person can go through life insatiably demanding
from others a blessing they cannot give. Such demands and
expectations, when not openly recognized, can destroy friend-
ships, marriages, and professional relationships. For to demand
the blessing from those who cannot give it is to insure a constant
feeling of frustration, disappointment, and resentment within
significant relationships.

Now, to the point. Many ministers are men and women who
have not adequately received the blessing. Their lack of blessing
has often, in a convoluted way, turned them into “caregivers.”
Like a middle child who is lost between the blessed older child
and the pampered and adored younger child, it is discovered that
the easiest way to seek the blessing is to be “the good boy/girl,”
“the peacemaker,” the “loyal servant,” or the “dedicated and
friendly pastor.” And like the lost middle child, you will do back
flips in hopes of finally squeezing a blessing out of somebody.

Again, the only problem—the Catch-22—is that when the
primal parental blessing of childhood is missing, all of the com-
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pliments and affirmation from friends, mentors, and parishioners
will not fit the bill. Like an overweight person who has had a

surgical stomach bypass, you can swallow all of the food (affir-
mation) you want, but it cannot bring nutrition to your starving

soul.

Making Peace with Your Blessing

So what do you do? This is an age-old question, and it is not easy
to answer. My response may frustrate you, but | must be honest.
In an earlier book, The Freedom Factbdiscussed several
things people can do to help them come to peace with a lack of
blessing. Though they are good and healthy suggestions, to list
them here might short circuit and derail you from doing the one
primary thing that is essential to healing. That one thing is to
make an appointment with a competent pastoral counselor and
spend some hours telling your story and discussing your feelings

about your blessing.

Coming to grips with your blessing is not something you can
do by reading a self-help book or reviewing the events of your
life in the safety of solitude. It just will not work. Rather, it
requires walking down the pathway of your past with a good and
trusted friend. To put it another way, you are going to need a pas-
tor yourself to work through your struggle with the blessing. And
you cannot really be an effective pastor or counselor until you
have allowed someone to be a pastor to you. As the wise Swiss
physician and therapist, Paul Tournier, once wrote, “We can
become fully conscious only of what we are able to express to
someone else¥”

There are no shortcuts or easy answers. If you have recog-
nized your own struggle in the mirror of this short chapter, then
perhaps you need to be good to yourself, make an appointment
with a pastoral counselor, and heal that struggling little child way
down deep inside of you.

We were taught a lot of wonderful and essential things in
seminary. But few of us were taught how to take care of our-
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selves in a professional world that can eat you alive. Most of us
will struggle with lack of blessing along the way. That is to be
human. But we do not need to struggle alone. And we do not
need to struggle without the hope and assurance of God’s
healing.

Notes

LJesus Sirach 3:11, Gerhard Kittel, ed., Theological Dictionary of
the New Testament, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964) 754ff.

2Though the psychological term “the blessing” is frequently used
in theological circles and can be attributed to no specific person, | am
indebted to Dr. Myron C. Madden for his writing and popularization of
this concept. Particularly helpful are his books The Power to Bless
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1970), Claim Your Heritage (Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1984), and Blessing: Giving the Gift of Power (Nashville:
Broadman, 1988).

3R. Scott Walker, The Freedom Factor (San Francisco: Harper &
Row, 1989).

4Paul Tournier, The Meaning of Persons (New York: Harper &
Row, 1971) 17.
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