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Abstract

This project, initiated by Bethel Pastoral Centre, explores the experience and impact on ministers of abuse and bullying perpetrated by members of the congregation in order to build awareness of these issues within the Christian community, particularly the Uniting Church. It is through awareness that effective solutions and prevention can be better explored and developed.

The research was approached from an interpretationist epistemological stance incorporating a basic interpretive qualitative methodology. With consideration of ethics, semi structured interviews were conducted with ministers to explore and gain understanding of their experience of abuse and bullying by members of the congregation and the emotional, spiritual and physical impacts on the minister, briefly looking also at the impact on their family and the congregation. 

The findings of the research highlighted key issues for ministers, particularly the undermining of their role in and call to ministry in the church, the hidden nature of the abuse and bullying, the need for more effective support mechanisms, the power held over the congregation by the perpetrators and the difficulties in being asked to leave or forced to resign.

The key themes revealed in the findings were:

· Power and perpetrators

· Timing of abuse and change

· History of abuse in congregations by same individuals

· Long term emotional and spiritual impacts

Recommendations for Bethel Pastoral Centre Council are presented for consideration. 
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1. Introduction.

1.1 Project Background.

This research project grew out of concern amongst a number of Uniting Church ministers and the Bethel Pastoral Centre Council about the prevalence of abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation in the Uniting Church. Work by the Co-ordinator of Bethel Pastoral Centre with ministers who have experienced abuse and bullying perpetrated by members of the congregation, supported this growing concern.

For ministers affected, abuse and bullying by members of the congregation is often an experience that remains hidden. When incidents of verbal, emotional, physical, spiritual or financial abuse occur, the impact can be severe and devastating. 

It has been reported that there is a lack of awareness within congregations about the issues around the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation. Also, greater awareness on a structural level of the impact of this abuse is required. There is a need for more effective and available avenues of support, particularly on a structural level. There is a concern over the lack of training in these issues at Theological Hall. There is also a strong media and community focus on the atrocities committed by some ministers who have abused people within the congregation or community, creating the opinion of ministers as abusers, rejecting the possibility of ministers as potentially abused. It is acknowledged here, that such factors may impede educating the Uniting Church community and the identification of solutions that will effectively and appropriately meet the needs of Uniting Church ministers. 

The process that lead to Bethel Pastoral Centre initiating this project began with two strands. One strand was a small group of disaffected ministers and families concerned, who wrote a paper on the issues of abuse and bullying by congregations. This paper was sent to the Advisory Committee on Ministerial Placements (ACOMP) in April of 2003. The second strand began not long before this; Peter Blackwood from the Maroondah Presbytery had become increasingly aware of a number of issues in his Presbytery particularly relating to conflict and the destructive nature of mismanagement of conflict in the church. Peter Blackwood had begun to investigate these issues personally, however ACOMP on receiving the paper on the abuse of ministers by congregations and hearing of his interest, asked Peter to conduct a more comprehensive study. The focus of the research being undertaken by Peter Blackwood is primarily on structural issues, particularly focusing on the prevention of destructive conflict, which is an element seen behind the abuse and bullying of clergy within congregations, and the need for changes to the structural processes of dealing with conflict. 

Bethel Pastoral Centre initiated the current project not only to further engage the wider Uniting Church and ministers in discussing and exploring the issue of abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation, but also to raise awareness of the interpersonal issues and the emotional and spiritual impact of such abuse. 

Bethel Pastoral Centre is a space for people, who have experienced hurt or abuse from within the church, to come and be heard. Bethel Pastoral Centre is an initiative of the Uniting Church in Australia, Synod of Victoria and Tasmania. The Centre provides counselling, support and information for people experiencing abuse relating to the Christian Church as well as training and consultation for those in ministry assisting people experiencing abuse. The service seeks to provide an opportunity for healing for individuals and congregations. An important part of Bethel Pastoral Centre’s work involves educating the wider church on issues of abuse, to influence change in Uniting Church community attitudes. The greater part of Bethel Pastoral Centre’s work is with individuals who have experienced abuse perpetrated by the minister, however ministers who have experienced abuse and bullying from within the congregation have become increasingly represented in the work undertaken.

1.2 Project Context
There are approximately 424 ministers in active ministry in the Uniting Church Synod of Victoria and Tasmania for the year 2004. 

In the financial year 2003 – 2004 Bethel Pastoral Centre received 114 new requests for assistance with abuse issues. The Co-ordinator of the centre noted that close to 50% of those seeking assistance were ministers, 17 of whom had experienced abuse or bullying perpetrated by a member or members of the congregation. That number is only those ministers who sought assistance. It is acknowledged that the abuse of ministers is often kept hidden, hence it can be assumed that some ministers who were experiencing abuse may not have sought the assistance of Bethel Pastoral Centre, or even been aware of the service. 

Ministers who have experienced abuse or bullying from within the church, experience primarily spiritual, emotional and verbal abuse, however, physical and financial abuse have also been reported.

It has been reported that abuse and bullying at the congregational level are often perpetrated by people in positions of leadership in the congregation. 

Ministers are also abused at a structural level through the apparent ineffective responses of the wider church to these issues and the lack of effective support.

Experiences of abuse and bullying have significant and devastating impacts on the emotional, physical and spiritual lives of ministers as well as their families. There can also be damaging impacts on the local church community as well. 

It is within the context of the experience and the impacts of the abuse that the experiences of ministers abused and bullied within the church and directions for future change were explored.

Making assumptions and imposing a definition of what abuse and bullying means to ministers, was not a goal of this project. Through the literature, conversations with ministers and the experiences heard by the Co-ordinator of Bethel Pastoral Centre abuse / bullying has been identified as a misuse of power whereby an individual or group uses their power to the detriment of another individual [or group] in order to gain control and inflict hurt and destruction on the individual’s [or group’s] mind, body and/or soul.  

1.3 Project Aims

This research project was exploratory in nature, aiming to;

1. Gain an understanding of the experiences of abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation.

2. Identify the impact these experiences have on the minister, their family and the congregation.

3. Identify possible solutions and strategies for ministers experiencing abuse and bullying from within the congregation.

This project’s purpose was to raise awareness within the Uniting Church of the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation, particularly around behavioural issues and issues of impact on ministers, their family and the congregation in order to work towards achieving appropriate changes. This project seeks to promote education of the issues relating to this abuse, with ministers as well as lay leaders and the rest of the church. 

2. Literature Review

The abuse and bullying of Christian ministers by members of the congregation is an area that has not been widely researched. It can be considered a form of workplace bullying, as it is the minister’s workplace. Although ministry differs in being specifically vocational, previous research into secular workplace bullying may well be applicable.  

Workplace bullying and abuse in secular society has been an issue researched and discussed for a number of years, and has received greater attention particularly in the last five years. Research into workplace bullying and abuse has addressed three key areas. The first are the more qualitative studies exploring the dynamics between bully and target and issues around target vulnerability and bully power and impact, particularly stress (Field, 2003; Mann, 2000). The second are the quantitative studies exploring prevalence, specific bullying and abuse behaviours experienced, age and gender distribution, outcomes and financial costs (Field, 2004; Rafferty, 2001). And the third are the theoretical analyses of organisation and its relationship with bullies and targets and how as structures organisations can encourage or discourage bullying and abusive behaviours (Randall, 1997). 

Many of the issues explored in workplace bullying and abuse research are also prevalent in the research on abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation. The research into this area is primarily from an American context and explores three areas. The first is the behaviours and factors behind the abuse such as mental illness, previous abuse or trauma, conflict and societal issues (Haugk, 1988; Rediger, 1997). What is neglected here are issues around prevalence and gender and age distribution. The second is research into the impact the abuse and bullying has on the minister, their family and the local church (Greenfield, 2001; Rediger, 1997). The third is research into the structures of the church and how they have responded to the abuse and bullying and how they have contributed or discouraged it (Rediger, 1997). 

Power is a central component of abuse. Power in the church is an issue that has received attention particularly in relation to the abhorrent behaviour of some ministers misusing their power to abuse members of the community or congregation. In situations where the minister is abused however, the power is shifted. This is an area, which has not been widely researched. There is some literature however that provides some insight into how this power shift may occur.

Ministers are in a position in the church that is inherently powerful. Doehring, (1995, p.74) contends a systems perspective looks beyond position when assessing power, to consider power distribution in relation to gender, age, status and access to information. There are many opportunities in a church to hold power through various leadership positions and teams. The literature on the abuse of ministers suggests that it is people in positions of power who are commonly perpetrators of the abuse and bullying. It adds that it is not limited to people in positions of leadership but also those who are prominent members due to status or access to information, for example. 

It is through reflecting on the notion that power is not “static and fixed by a person’s place in a hierarchy” that the idea of minister as potentially vulnerable, particularly new ministers to a congregation, or less powerful can be explored (Doehring, 1995, p.74). Lebacqz argues ministers are in a position “vulnerable to their congregations” due to the public nature of the position and the intimacy of the exposure of the ministers life, constantly shared with the congregation (1985, p.112). It is important in this context to set and maintain boundaries.

So whereas the ministers position is powerful, there are elements to that position which can create a sense of vulnerability and therefore perhaps make them more prone to attract abuse or bullying. There is also an ongoing nature to feelings of powerlessness. Herman (1992, cited in Doehring, 1995, p.82) argues “The longer and more profoundly people are victimised by [abuse] violence, the more they will be internally incapacitated to move out of a power struggle when given the chance to do so”. The literature into the abuse and bullying of ministers highlights the stress impact and situations where the minister becomes unable to break out of the cycle of abuse and it impacts on not only their professional life but infiltrates their personal and spiritual life as well (Kennedy, 2001). 

Although there is an abundance of Australian research into secular workplace bullying and abuse, there is minimal research from an Australian context into the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation. Kaldor and Bullpit (2003) provide useful insight into issues relating to stress and burnout in Australian ministry however, they do not provide a link between stress and burnout and incidence of abuse and bullying. 

For this reason, this project set out to explore from an Australian context the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation particularly looking at issues of interpersonal impact. 

3. Project Design

3.1 Defining Ministers

The Christian Church is comprised of a number of denominations. Although they share common beliefs in God as the Trinity and the death and resurrection of Christ as the Saviour of the world, they each have a distinct culture structurally and in their practices. 

This project has explored the experience of Uniting Church ministers from within the Synod of Victoria and Tasmania. This is acknowledged as a limitation in the project findings and their extension to other denominations however the experience of Uniting Church ministers may be similar to those in other denominations. This is something that will require further exploration.     

Uniting Church ministers are those men and women (close to a third of Uniting Church ministers are women) who have been ordained into ministry following the appropriate training. Ministers are responsible for “providing leadership in the [church] community’s task of worshipping, proclaiming the good news of Jesus, providing pastoral care, standing with those who suffer and working for justice and peace” (Code of Ethics, Uniting Church in Australia, 2000, p.2). 

3.2 Epistemological Standpoint

The epistemological stance of this research project, stemming from a humanist ontological premise, is interpretationism. Interpretationism seeks to gain knowledge and understanding “from the viewpoint of those who live it… for understanding of meaning [and] for grasping the actors definition of a situation” (Schwandt, 1994, p.118). 

Interpretationism identifies meaning as of greater priority than measurement and meaning is formed through the interpretation of the unique experience (Williams, 1998, p.7). This research project was exploratory in nature, designed to explore the experience of ministers who have been abused or bullied by members of the congregation through their interpretation of meanings of their unique experiences. As this research area is relatively new from an Australian context, this exploration is crucial in beginning to gain an understanding of the discourses and experiences of abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation and identifying appropriate strategies for change.

3.3 Methodology

On the basis of this epistemology and the project aims, a basic interpretive qualitative methodology was utilised.

Qualitative methodologies view “meaning [as] socially constructed by individuals in interaction with their world” and are interested in gaining “understanding [of] what those interpretations are at a particular point in time and in a particular context” (Merriam, 2002, pp.3-4).

A qualitative methodology provided the space for the ministers to explore and express their “experiences, their meanings and understandings” of the issues around abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation (Gloz & Smith, 2004, p.5). 

Qualitative research can vary in purpose. Lather (1992, cited in Merriam, 2002, p.4) identifies 3 core theoretical perspectives based on the central purpose of the research; “understanding (interpretive), emancipation (critical and feminist included here) and deconstruction (postmodern). 

This research project sought to gain understanding of the experiences of ministers who have been abused or bullied from within the church, the impact these experiences had on themselves, their family and the congregation and the responses to the abuse and bullying from the church structures. 

A basic interpretive qualitative methodology is interested in understanding how ministers “make sense of their lives and their experiences” (Merriam, 2002, p.38). 

Stemming from this basic interpretive methodology, a qualitative research method was applied. 

3.4 Semi-Structured Interviews with Ministers

Semi-structured, face to face interviews were used, based on the project aims. This method of data collection allows the researcher to guide the interview in order to gather the specific information sought, whilst providing opportunities for this information, and any further issues raised during the interview, to surface in the context of the ministers’ narrative. 

The Co-ordinator of Bethel Pastoral Centre approached six ministers, from within the Synod of Victoria and Tasmania, to participate in the project. This purposive method of sampling was necessary due to the sensitive nature of the research topic and need for awareness of the ministers who would be able to safely participate without the experience of the research being too traumatic. This project also sought a gender balance; four ministers, two women and two men, agreed to participate in the project. Interviews were conducted in the homes of the participants and the interviews ranged from 1 to 2.5 hours in length. Interviews explored four areas:

1. The ministers’ experience of abuse/bullying by member/s of the congregation

2. The emotional, spiritual and physical impact of the abuse/bullying on the self, family and congregation

3. The response from the congregation and the wider church

4. Possible solutions or strategies for prevention

(See Appendix 1 for questions)

Interviews were electronically recorded and transcribed verbatim with interviewees’ permission. For reasons of privacy and anonymity, transcripts have been retained by Bethel Pastoral Centre and remain secured there. Tape recordings have been returned to the participants. 

3.5 Ethical Considerations

There were a number of ethical considerations for this research project. 

One possible dilemma was “drawing the line between helping and research roles during the interview” (Alston & Bowles, 2003, p.113) The experiences told by participants were often difficult for them to discuss and filled with hurt. It is difficult as a social work student to not reach out and take on a counselling role. The role of interviewer had to be focused upon, to maintain the validity of the research, however if it had been required, the interview would have been placed on hold or stopped completely for the safety of the participants. The safety of the individuals participating was regarded as more important than the research. For future research, consideration should be given to providing a time of debriefing following the interview for the ministers, by either the researcher or someone else.

Relating to this is the Social Work Code of Ethics point I in section 4, 5.2;

“Strive to protect research participants from unwarranted physical, mental or emotional discomfort, distress, harm, danger or deprivation”. (AASW, 2000, p.20)

Abuse is a sensitive issue and it was the focus of the interview. Participants were being asked to remember and retell those experiences which caused them hurt. There was the need for careful awareness of the participant’s verbal as well as non-verbal cues for signs of distress. Participants were assured that they did not have to answer questions if they did not wish to and were assured that they could discontinue the interview at any time. 

Confidentiality was of concern for this research as the interviews were electronically recorded and transcribed. As previously mentioned, tapes were returned to participants and transcripts have been stored securely at Bethel Pastoral Centre. Confidentiality stemmed beyond the collecting and storing of information, to include aspects of the inclusion of information obtained in the report on the findings. Participants have a right to privacy and as such care needed to be taken for participants to remain unidentifiable in this report unless otherwise agreed to by the participants. 

Sampling and consent also involved ethical consideration. The Co-ordinator of Bethel Pastoral Centre selected the participants and approached them, seeking out their interest in the project. The co-ordinator had previously worked with the participants through their experiences of abuse and bullying. The question as to whether participation was agreed upon out of obligation to the co-ordinator or because of legitimate interest was explored. However, two people approached, declined participation. Although this does not speak for the four ministers who agreed to participate it is indicative that the Co-ordinators involvement in sampling was not coercive. 

Bethel Pastoral Centre is a service of the Uniting Church Synod of Victoria and Tasmania. It is funded by the Synod. As mentioned in 'Project Context', the abuse and bullying at the congregational level can be exacerbated at a structural level by ineffective responses and lack of appropriate support from the Presbytery or Synod. There were questions around the appropriateness of this research project being conducted from within the institution, however it has been established that Bethel Pastoral Centre, although a part of and funded by the Uniting Church Synod of Victoria and Tasmania, has been established to operate outside the formal structures of the church and advocate for change in the area of abuse. 

4. Discussion

4.1 Summary of Findings

4.1.1 Abuse, Issues and Impacts

Ministers described abuse as “people using their power to diminish another person’s power”, “taking away [their] dignity and respect”, acting “in a way that’s detrimental to their physical, emotional or spiritual wellbeing”. 

The Ministers also described the abusiveness of inaction when individuals or groups allow abuse to occur. 

The narratives of the ministers highlighted key issues about the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation. These issues include:

· Undermining the role of the minister in the congregation and the community (Rumouring, false accusations, constant unwarranted criticism)

· Abuse and bullying beginning early in placements but not being adequately addressed early

· Difficulties emerging upon implementing change in the church

· Arrival of minister shifting power dynamics (Particularly following a period of time without a minister)

· Repercussions for future placement (After being forced or advised to resign)

· Being forced to leave or asked to resign reinforces the power and control of the abusers

· Financial and Housing issues (Manse provided by church – Sense of ownership of minister and manse by congregation. Loss of income and home if minister asked to leave / resign)

· Abuse and bullying of members of the congregation supporting the minister (intimidation and manipulation)

· The hidden nature of the abuse and bullying of the minister, from the wider congregation (lack of awareness of these issues)

· The silencing of the minister and congregation on the issue of abuse and bullying (Ministers being asked not to speak in various meetings)

· Congregations with members with a history of abuse and bullying of ministers. 

· Need for accountability of church leaders and Presbytery

· Varying degrees of Presbytery support (Some very supportive, others not. Others did not know how to approach the situation or what to do)

· Need for training / preparation for ministers in Theological Hall regarding the possibility of abuse and bullying from within the congregation and what to do if it happens

· Damage to relationship with God (Undermining the minister is to undermine God’s call on their life. When they begin to doubt / question the call, it is a doubt or question about God and their relationship)

The ministers highlighted the major impacts the abuse had on themselves, their family and the congregation. 

The impact on the ministers;

· Stress and burnout

· Questioning the call to ministry

· Questioning faith

· Loss of friendships and relationships with the congregation (Particularly when forced to leave – Displacement)

· Long term emotional damage from the experience

· Loss of confidence in self and ability to act out vocation

· Difficulties in preaching and pastoral care due to feelings of insecurity

· Fatigue

· Sense of failure when asked / forced to leave congregation

· Feelings of rejection, shame, anger, powerlessness, insecurity

The impact on family included;

· Ministers experiencing difficulties relating to spouse and/or children due to stress and emotional exhaustion. 

· Family members questioning and/or rejecting faith

· Loss of relationships with people from the congregation and also the community. (Particularly when forced / asked to leave)

· Sense of frustration at not being able to stop the abuse and bullying. 

The impact on the congregation;

· Loss of spiritual passion in the congregation 

· Relationship breakdowns between members of the congregation. 

· Loss of regular attendees

· Decline in willingness to take up leadership roles

· In one instance - closure of Church building.

4.2 Key Themes

From the interviews with ministers, key themes emerged from their experiences of abuse and bullying by members of the congregation, around the timing of the abuse, the behaviours of perpetrators, position in the congregation of perpetrators and the history of abuse and bullying of ministers in a congregation. Key themes emerged from the interviews regarding the impact these experiences had on their lives, emotionally, physically and spiritually particularly the long term emotional and spiritual impacts the experiences had. In exploring the response of the church’s structures to the abuse, the key issue that presented was the role of the presbyteries and consultations in the experiences of abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation but this will not be discussed in depth. 

4.2.1 Ministers’ Experience of Abuse and Bullying

The experiences of the ministers interviewed were unique. There were however, consistent themes running through each of the narratives. The abuse and bullying tended to begin early in placement within a congregation with the exception of one, which began a number of years into the placement. The common element in all of the interviews was a change in the power structures. With a new minister arriving, there is a power shift in the congregation, whereby the minister enters with significant power as the new leader of the congregation. This links in with another common theme in the experiences of abuse and bullying: perpetrators of the abuse were consistently identified in the interviews as people who varied in gender and age but who were in positions of power within the congregations.  In the interviews they were identified as “key leaders”, individuals on the church council or the selection committee, individuals in charge of some aspect of the running of the church and even members of Presbytery. In some cases they were identified as “power hungry people”. This research does not suggest all church lay leaders are abusers, however the research highlights that perpetrators may have significant power in the church. 

At the beginning of placement with the new minister arriving in a position of power, some of the power and the control that has been held by these individuals is shifted. It may have been lost or is perceived as lost by the individuals. Two of the ministers interviewed were in their first placements. As new ministers they were already vulnerable despite their position of power because they were finding their way and adjusting to a new life. But even experienced ministers, when they begin a new placement, are to an extent, vulnerable as they too find their way in the new community. At the beginning of a placement often changes occur initiated by the minister, which can be seen as a threat to the individual’s power and control. If the individuals do not regain that power and position held prior to the minister’s arrival, they seek restoration by either drawing the minister to their side or if this fails, seeking to remove the minister. 

“You meet the dragons in your first week in ministry because they’re the ones that will come to you to suss you out um, because they want to see how to play. They want to suss you out, they want to try and recruit you to their side and if they… if you don’t come across to their side very quickly then you’ve already met your dragons and they will be, they will already be working out their strategies to undermine you.” 

Another consistent theme in the interviews was the tendency for there to be a history of this kind of abuse and bullying occurring in the congregations, perpetrated by the same individuals. The history is of those same individuals holding the power and controlling the church. This leads one to question how has this behaviour been allowed to continue? Interestingly, from the interviews, it was consistently found that the general congregation was unaware of the incidence of abuse and bullying at the time. Comments such as “they did not know there was an issue” was a common reply when talking about the response of the congregation towards the abuse. However there was an underlying sense that perhaps some people in the congregation were aware but did not want to risk challenging it. Either way, it remained hidden. Connecting the hidden nature of the abuse and the ineffective responses from the structures in resolving these issues can be identified as contributing to history repeating.

“I didn’t know that in fact, there were a series of abused or, or ‘wounded’ is a better word, ministers before me… [a] history of this kind of systematic undermining of ministers and ministry.”

“The new minister is already finding the same patterns of behaviour starting to surface.”

This history of abuse and bullying was directed not only at ministers but also lay leaders in the church, which is possibly a factor behind their hesitancy to intervene. This highlights again the theme of the abuse of people in positions that may threaten existing or perceived power held by perpetrators. 

“I’m telling you about my abuse. I’m not telling you about the long history of lay leaders being driven out of the congregation. This dynamic of whispering and undermining and withdrawing of relationship… so you feel an outcast, has been inflicted on others.” 

“Every leader in the congregation spoke to me at one time or another ah, sometimes many times about how this key critic of mine had abused them.”

The behaviours of the perpetrators were similarly described. One commonality in the behaviour was the undermining of the minister in the congregation. To have the minister undermined is to gain power in the congregation over the minister. Whether it was through spreading rumours within the church or the community, constantly criticising in public and in private, writing letters of personal criticism to Presbytery, holding secret meetings without the minister or holding meetings and demanding the minister does not speak, those ministers interviewed had their role and position undermined by the perpetrators. 

“There was the whispering then there was… quite deliberate stoking of discontent”

“In that public record, was accusations that I was doing something but not saying what I was doing and never speaking to me about it… they refused to tell me what it was I was alleged to have done”

“It was a very difficult time… The worst for me was the um, the ignoring of me, the heckling and undermining of me… which made me very nervous and made it very difficult to relate to the congregation.”

Another commonality in the behaviours was possessive and owning behaviours. These behaviours are reflective of the idea that the perpetrators hold a desire for control.

“When I went on leave, he did manse maintenance and used a key to the manse that I didn’t know he had and he was in my manse without permission, while I was away. That meant he had access to my computer, my filing cabinet and it was clear from the history on my computer that somebody had accessed my computer while I was away”

“It was also about finances and being paid late… in a situation where I had to request my stipend and my stipend being consistently late ah, even to the extent of the treasurer going on holidays and not arranging for the stipend to be paid”

Situations where the individuals assume some degree of ownership of the minister, their role and sometimes their home, are not limited to members who abuse and bully ministers. A major cause of stress for ministers is role ambiguity and role conflict. A factor contributing to the ambiguity and conflict in their role is the expectations and demands of congregations. Anecdotal evidence suggests that because the congregation finances the ministers’ salary and provides their home, that either consciously or subconsciously, some members of the congregation see the minister and their property as belonging to the church. It is from here that expectations and demands stem followed by blame if the demands are not met, and lastly punishment (Lee, 2003). 

4.2.2 Impact on Ministers – Emotional

The emotional impact that the experiences of abuse had on the ministers interviewed highlights the severity of this behaviour. From the research it has been found that alongside the spiritual impacts, the emotional impacts were the most damaging in the long term.

The research found that the experience of abuse was difficult to move on from emotionally. Even those ministers, whose experiences had been a number of years earlier, found that although they have moved on to some degree, the pain and hurt from the abuse was still deep.   

“There was a time when I think I cried every day.”

“Each month after church council meeting I was crushed, I, absolutely crushed. I could’ve resigned the first Wednesday every month for nearly the whole time”

“I was angry… and had to work very hard to- to keep in mind, to not allow this core group of people to, to dominate my mind. And it was next to impossible. I succeeded sometimes but probably failed most of the time”

“It raises into question your whole ah, understanding of yourself and the way you relate to people and the value of your ministry… You wonder whether its going to be something that will haunt you and follow you and, you know, affect the way that people see your ministry, afterwards.” 

“There’ll be tough times and bad times in any congregation but that kind of abuse is something that sits deep within me that I can’t, won’t get past”

“There were nights when I’d just collapse on the kitchen floor and howl because I had never experienced such um, total rejection in anything I’d ever done”

 “There’s all those sort of security fears and being forced to leave, basically being forced to leave before you’re ready, and its not your decision and all those sort of feelings of power being used over you has an impact on how you feel about um, those who have that sort of influence and power over you.”

4.2.3 Impact on Ministers – Physical

Aside from a general sense of fatigue, the physical impacts of the abuse were much more difficult for the ministers interviewed to identify due to issues of natural aging process and common everyday illnesses. However, stressful situations, such as the abuse experienced by the ministers, may exacerbate conditions and cause the body to be more vulnerable to illness. Stress has also been suggested to hasten the aging process. During the abuse and bullying, those interviewed expressed experiences of a variety of physical symptoms that may have been stress related, such as hair loss, stiffening up, weight loss, skin conditions and panic attacks.

“Physically it got to the point of the doctor recognising that I was about to have some kind of ah, calamitous event.”

Three of the ministers interviewed sought the assistance of doctors for stress. 

4.2.4 Impact on Ministers – Spiritual

The research found that the spiritual impact of the abuse and bullying varied significantly. Each of the ministers interviewed had quite a different response to how the abuse and bullying impacted on their faith and their relationship with God. The Christian journey has been likened to a roller coaster with many ups and downs. Depending on where you are in that journey determines how you may respond to a given situation. One of ministers interviewed experienced a strengthening in faith and relationship with God because the presence of God was felt throughout the experience whereas another minister felt an almost complete loss of relationship with God. Another minister put their own experience simply, “you don’t feel as close as what you were before”. 

“I always had a sense of God with me and that has only been strengthened.”

 “It affected my relationship with God and affected me in terms of accepting my powerlessness ah, and being able to reflect and recognise my captivity… It affected my spirituality but it didn’t destroy it.” 

“The spiritual thing, that’s the hardest. That’s the hardest. I’ve fought like crazy to hold onto my faith and not let go of my relationship with God… I’m coming up on a year of knowing that my relationship with God is non existent.”

Although the responses regarding the impact on the relationship with God varied, the common theme was a questioning of the call to the congregations and the call to ministry. 

“The issue was a power struggle. And it centred on me because it came about trying to control how I exercised my ministry… They actually were trying to change the call and in the end they were allowed to change the call. And I, I wasn’t prepared to, to do that so it was time to leave.”

For Christian ministers, a call to ministry and to a particular church is a call from God on their life. To undermine the minister and their role in the church is to undermine God’s call on their life. These ministers were questioning that call and therefore questioning their spirituality and their relationship with God. This then impacted on the way they approached their vocation.

“It was very difficult preaching at that stage. I used to find it so hard to walk in on Sunday and I would literally want to be in the bathroom being sick”

The spiritual side to the abuse and bullying of ministers has repercussions for the congregation, as the minister may not be able to practice their ministry as effectively. 

This is also an abuse of the church because, in undermining the call of the minister, it is undermining God’s call on the congregation and God’s plans for them. 

Contained in the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation are some significant spiritual issues. 

4.2.5 Impact on Ministers’ Family

Although the impact on the ministers’ relationship with their family was not an area that was explored in depth, a common theme identified in the research was emotional withdrawal of the minister from their family. The minister placed a significant amount of emotional energy into the role of minister and into trying to deal with the abuse and bullying so that when the time came for them to relate to their spouse or children, the emotional and mental exhaustion was overwhelming.

“What it meant emotionally was at times I was too distressed to be able to be present as fully. I could be there to listen but I… I would withdraw. And I did that with our daughters too a bit”

“I’m pretty sure I was brittle and not able to give as much as I… its like I’d be absent, emotionally to the family”

“I think ministry is hard on families anyway… when I was going through the collapse basically I had nothing left to give them.”

“I was very nervy and probably a crosser mum than I needed to be. You know, occasionally I’d just yell for no reason because I was just so tense”

In a study by Kaldor and Bullpitt (2001, pg.104) it was found that the majority of Australian ministers work more than 50 hours per week. Research by Rowell (1998, p.89) supports these findings however he adds to this, arguing that although many other professionals work similar hours, it is the fact that a ministers working hours fall more on weekends and evenings and they are permanently on call for emergencies that the role of a minister tends to place strain on family relationships. 

Adding to the strain is the abuse and bullying from people who are a part of the church. The very reason the minister is spending time away from his/her family. This creates not only tension in the family, but members of the family may question or reject God. 

“Whereas they would come Christmas and Easter with me [to church], they actually, they refuse to have anything to do with it [now]. And I think I can see that as a change. So, it impacts on their relationship with God… it was another nail in the coffin of the church for them”

 “When we used to go for a walk as a family at night, ah, the youngest one, at that stage, he at times just burst into tears because of what was going on.”

In situations where the minister is asked to resign or is forced to leave the congregation the family is uprooted. Spouses who work in the area may lose employment. Children may need to change schools. The family may also lose friendships and relationships that had developed in the community. If another placement is not available the family may need to seek housing, as the church provided the Manse. All of these issues impact on the family. 

4.2.6 Impact on Church

The impact of the abuse and bullying of the minister on the church varied. There was a loss of spiritual passion in some of the congregations. In others there was breakdown in relationships between some members. 

A common theme was the loss of members in the church. Due to what was happening in the church as a result of the abuse and bullying, members of the congregations ended up leaving, some quietly, others spoke with the ministers. 

Another common issue was a decline in the willingness of the congregation to take up leadership roles. This was identified in the research as related to intimidation and manipulation by the perpetrators. 

“When a minister gets abused, other people around the minister get abused too… when you attack the minister, you’ve got to make anyone who supports the minister um, you’ve got to undermine them too”
5.2.7 The Role of Presbytery

A number of issues came out in the research in regard to the role of Presbytery and the role of reviews and consultations. These issues will not be discussed in depth here, as it is an area outside of the focus of this research. However, the ministers highlighted some interesting and important issues. 

 “They [Presbytery] didn’t know how to respond to the situation. They saw a dead end situation. And they said to me they have no power. And I said, ‘You have the power to describe what you see. Give that to the, to the people and allow them to respond’. They never did.”

“I came back and I informed the church council and the Presbytery [that I would resign]. The Presbytery heard me and agreed with me. That I didn’t need to take that sort of abuse or behaviour from people. I felt very supported by that.”

“There was a consultation, which despite my requests did not include the congregation. So, the congregation had no say. They didn’t know there was an issue.”

“I found out … the key, the leader of that [the consultation] knew this key critic of mine… And I wrote to Presbytery ah, chair saying this is what I’ve been told. What substance is there in this? And never got a reply to that… the process clearly had been sided. It was an inadequate report. PRC recognised it, but felt that they had to be true to the report rather than what was going on.”

 “When the consultation report [came], we were supposed to just leave without saying anything. So there was a letter to us saying, you know, it would be better if you look for somewhere else. But we were supposed to just, you know, go without people knowing.”

“What Presbytery did then was they came along to every meeting of elders and parish council after that and congregational meetings and did not allow any discussion to happen about what happened in the consultation. And the response from it. So they totally blocked any discussion on it.”

As can be seen from these responses, there are a number of issues around the role of Presbytery and consultations in situations of abuse and bullying particularly around the need for strategies on how to deal with the abuse and bullying of ministers and the need for changes to Presbytery and consultation practices which are more accountable and inclusive of all sides of the situation. This is an area that requires further exploration and discussion.

5.2.8 Things That Helped

The research looked at the techniques and avenues of support utilised by the ministers during their experience of abuse and bullying. Often these resources were accessed later in the experiences. 

A common avenue of support was a peer support group where the ministers were able to meet with other ministers to share and discuss issues or difficulties they were experiencing. 

“It was amazing how many people you find that somewhere in their ministry have experienced something like this.”

Some of the ministers interviewed accessed Christian counselling services or supervision, which was found to be of great assistance. Those ministers who accessed the service, found the support of Bethel Pastoral Centre to be of importance in their journey as well. 

The minister who had a good experience with Presbytery, found a supportive Presbytery to be essential in providing personal and vocational support. 

5. Conclusion

The abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation is unjustifiable and is an issue requiring the attention of the Uniting Church as well as the wider Christian community. 

Some ministers are experiencing a range abuse and bullying, particularly emotional, spiritual and verbal, most commonly in the undermining of their role and their call to ministry through constant criticism and other behaviours. Their experience of abuse and bullying often remains hidden and yet the impacts on the minister, their family and even the congregation may be severe and damaging, emotionally, spiritually and physically as could be seen in the stories of the ministers interviewed. 

This research supports the need for greater awareness of the impact that abuse and bullying has on the minister in the Christian community and a need for the development of strategies to address these issues. 

There are numerous directions for future research to take in exploring issues around abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation, including gender, cultural, age and sexuality issues, other denominations, prevalence, issues around first placements and abuse, and issues around power, control and leadership. The researcher’s particular interest would be for research to be conducted into the experience of congregations who have a member or members who have a history of abusing and bullying ministers and explore why this occurs and why it has not been stopped. 

There are multiple options and a lot of work needs to be done so that the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation can be effectively solved and prevented.

6. Limitations

A key limitation was the sample size. Four ministers may not provide enough scope to allow information to be generalised across the board as conclusive, however the commonalities and key themes explored in their stories are reflective of research conducted by Rediger (1997) and Haugk (1988) and suggest the possibility that their experiences may be more widely felt. 

A further limitation to the design and sample is that only ministers were interviewed. To gain a broader picture of the experience, family, Presbytery and church members may also have been interviewed. The focus of this research was primarily the impact on the minister, however other people involved could have provided greater depth to the analysis. Perpetrators of the abuse and bullying were not considered for participation. This was considered a conflict of interest. It was also beyond the scope of the research. 

This design was focusing on the impact and the interpersonal issues relating to the abuse and bullying. There are a number of structural issues that have not been explored here for this reason. Looking at impact had limitations. The research design explored how the abuse and bullying impacted on the emotional, physical and spiritual lives of the ministers however without having an understanding of their emotional, spiritual and physical health prior to the experience, it is difficult to measure the full impact. This is an issue requiring further consideration. 

This project focused on the Uniting Church. Previous research by Rediger (1997) and Haugk (1988) highlight that the issue of abuse and bullying is not restricted to any one church but encompasses all denominations. As Bethel Pastoral Centre is part of the Uniting Church, it follows that the majority of ministers utilising Bethel are from the Uniting Church (and the sample was taken from there). It was therefore appropriate to explore the issues in relation to this denomination. Further research into the issues of abuse and bulling in relation to ministers from other denominations should be considered. 

The focus of the project was on the minister primarily, as they are the people who are at the centre of the abuse and bullying. It would be useful for further study into the impact on the congregation and family to gain a greater understanding of what the issues are for those people experiencing the abuse and bullying second hand. 

Although this project sought a gender balance in the sample, issues relating to gender were not explored, not only in relation to the ministers but also the perpetrators. There are significant gender issues that need to be explored, however there was neither time nor space to adequately address the issues in this project. 

The stories of the ministers interviewed were in-depth and considered valid, enabling significant analysis to occur, however results need to be viewed in light of the above mentioned limitations and further research is encouraged. 

7. Recommendations

The following recommendations have been developed based on the discussion and information gathered from the interviews. The research findings and recommendations will be submitted to Bethel Pastoral Centre Council for consideration. 

The Uniting Church and the wider Christian Church community are encouraged to consider the recommendations and are also encouraged to develop strategies appropriate to their denominations to effectively solve and prevent the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation. 

7.1 Recommendations for Bethel Pastoral Centre

Recommendation 1.

Develop and implement initiatives that raise the awareness of ministers, congregations and presbyteries of the issues around the abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation.

Recommendation 2.

Develop a resource (Pamphlet / Information Pack) specifically on the abuse and bullying of ministers to be made available to ministers and congregations. 

Resource to contain;

· Definitions of abuse and bullying 

· Information about the common behaviours of perpetrators such as undermining, constant unwarranted criticism etc.

· Information about the emotional, spiritual and physical impact of abuse and bullying of ministers on the minister, their family, the congregation and the wider church

· Information about the role of Bethel Pastoral Centre and what it can provide ministers who have experienced or are experiencing abuse and bullying

· Contact details for support services, supervision, counselling

· With permission, a narrative of a minister’s experience of abuse or bullying from a member of the congregation

· List of useful references such as “Clergy Killers” (Rediger, 1997) or “Antagonists in the Church” (Haugk, 1988)

Recommendation 3.

Distribute information via:

· Internet / Website

· Training / Workshops with ministers and congregations

· Theological Hall

· Presbyteries / Congregations

· Christian bookstores / Theological Libraries

Recommendation 4.

Advocate for Presbyteries to provide a trained and equipped personal and vocational support person for the minister in the event of abuse or bullying by a member of the congregation to be present throughout the ministers experience. And available if required following the experience for a determined period of time. Advocate for Presbyteries to make the availability of this support person known to ministers at the beginning of placements.

Recommendation 5.

Advocate with Theological Hall for further training on the issues around abuse and bullying of ministers by members of the congregation and an awareness of where to go if an abusive or bullying situation arises. 

Recommendation 6.

Advocate for a strengths focused approach to consultations and reviews to highlight the strengths of the ministers and the congregation and not to focus solely on the difficulties.

Recommendation 7.

Advocate for greater accountability of Presbytery and Church Council processes and involvement in situations where a minister is being abused or bullied, particularly where there is a history of abuse and bullying of ministers by a member or members of a congregation.

Recommendation 8.
Advocate for placement of a supported Intentional Interim Minister in a congregation with a known history of abuse and bullying of ministers from within the congregation. The aim would be to address the issue as a matter of priority for the congregation. 
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Interview Questions.

Introductory questions.

1. How long have you been a minister?

2. Was ministry something you always wanted to do?

3. When did you decide to become a minister?

4. How many placements have you had?

5. Have they always been within a congregation?

6. What are some of the joys you get out of ministry?

Experience of abuse.

7. Before we explore your experiences, how do you define abuse?

8. Could you tell me about your experience of abuse by a member of the congregation?

9. What was the nature of the abuse? (form, subtle, overt, constant, occasional)

10.  Can you describe for me specific incidents?

11.  How long into your placement at the church did the abuse begin?

12.  How long did the abuse go on for?

13.  Are you aware of whether previous ministers had similar experiences within that particular church?

Effects of the abuse.

14. What impact did the abuse have on you emotionally? (self image, perception of self)

15.  Spirituality?

16.  Physically?

17. What impact did the abuse have on your relationship with your family?

18. How did the abuse impact on your family?

19. What impact did the abuse have on your relationship with the church community?

20.  How did the abuse impact on your relationship with God?

Response to the abuse.

21. How did you respond to the abuse?

22. What techniques did you use to address the abuse during your experience

23. How did the church respond to the abuse?

24. Wider church?

25. What would have been a more helpful response?

26. What support was available to you from within the church?

27. What support was available to you outside of the church?

28. What support would you have liked to receive?

29. What happened to the abuser?

30. What do you believe should have happened to the abuser?

Possible solutions.

31. How did your training at theological college address these issues?

32. What do you think needs to happen for this kind of abuse to be prevented?

33. How do you believe this can be achieved?

Appendix 2.

Ambers Story.

The names of people and places have been changed to protect the identity of the minister. 

Amber grew up in the church but it was not until late adulthood that she became interested in studying theology. Enrolling at theological hall Amber became “engrossed” in her studies and made the decision to join the ministry. This decision was supported by Amber’s Presbytery and on completing her studies she was made available for placement.

During her studies at theological hall, Amber not only loved the opportunity to research, explore and learn more about the scriptures but also the opportunity to discover the traditions of the Christian church particularly the denomination she belonged to, the Uniting Church. 

She acknowledged that although it is difficult she feels that as Christians it is important to “live what you believe” and that the struggle to do this is part of the whole Christian journey. Amber valued the idea of community and believed that every person has their story and gifts to share. Amber was passionate about sharing the scriptures, and had a love of people, which she hoped to grow through her ministry. 

Abuse was something Amber never expected to experience in the church. It was also something that she had not been aware of or warned about in theological hall.

Amber described abuse as the using of power to gain “control” over another individual as a way of deliberately seeking to hurt them. She believed it to be a robbing of another’s “dignity and respect”. 

Amber’s first placement was at Faith Uniting. There was no welcome by the congregation, there was instead a very strong feeling of indifference to her arrival.

As the weeks passed and Amber continued to try to settle in and find her way, she found that a certain group of about “half a dozen” people were ignoring her and turning their backs to her when she approached them. Amber was hurt by this and also confused, as she didn’t understand why it was happening or what she may have done.

This behaviour continued and was amplified by the silence and lack of response to Amber’s ministry by the rest of the congregation. Amber attended committee meetings for each of the groups in the church. At the first meeting for each committee, she was faced with resignations from many of the key members who told her that now she was there they could retire and she could find new members for the committees.

People began to gradually leaving the church. Amber began to feel rejected, incompetent and overwhelmed by having to do everything with no support or guidance.

Amber worked hard to try to re-establish herself and the sense of community she had hoped for. Things seemed to be improving in the church but Amber felt that something still wasn’t right. Her personal and emotional resources were becoming exhausted.

It was at this time that a colleague let Amber know that written complaints had been made to Presbytery and to surrounding ministers by a member of her congregation. The complaints revolved around issues of personal criticism. This abusive behaviour was particularly destructive, aiming to “undermine [Amber] where it would hurt [her] the most in [her] career”.

Amber felt totally undermined and her confidence that had slowly started to rebuild was destroyed.

Amber arranged to meet with the individual who had written the letters to discuss the issues and see if they could work through them. This member of the church met with Amber and proceeded to verbally abuse her for half an hour with “vindictive projectile”. Despite being severely shaken by this episode, Amber remained calm and did not retaliate. Instead she thanked the member for sharing their issues with her. 

The abuse Amber experienced from within Faith Uniting impacted on her emotionally, physically and spiritually. Her feelings of rejection, failure and disillusionment were not at all what she had expected to encounter from congregational members.

Amber would return home to her family feeling “destroyed”. She would often cry for hours because of the deep sense of hurt. She questioned the call to Faith Uniting and she questioned her call into the ministry. Amber realized the cost of the stress she had been experiencing had also impacted on her husband and children.

Amber’s husband struggled with the change in his wife. It was so out of character for her to not fight back and he was disappointed that Amber did not defend herself. Amber was feeling confused about how to deal with the issues herself. Amber believed she “had to go through this because that’s the cost of saying [she was] going to live like this”, live what she believed, that she was called to minister to all people, not just to those she “liked”. It was very difficult for Amber to “preach God’s love to people when [she felt] they hated [her] guts”, when she felt they did not want her there.

It was at this time that she decided to approach Presbytery about leaving her placement. The cost to her personally was becoming too much. One of her children had started developing “behavioural difficulties” (due to lack of attention), her husband was too angry with the people of Faith Uniting to attend church, and Amber was physically ill with nerves before each Sunday service.

The Presbytery Pastoral Relations Committee supported Amber’s decision to leave and agreed that she should not have to deal with such abuse. At no time did they suggest anything about Amber’s abilities being deficient, instead they verbalized their support of her and held her as a minister in good standing.

The Presbytery representatives, Amber and Church Council met to discuss her decision to leave. The Church Council claimed they did not know what the problem was and that the majority of the congregation would want her to continue as their minister. The Church Council asked Amber to take leave and consider her decision. 

Amber took leave and spent time healing relationships with her family. On Amber’s return to Faith Uniting she set boundaries to protect her from exhaustion and to keep her better informed about the “going’s on” of the congregation.

She “determined to take two days off each week”, to attend no more than three night meetings in any week and to make Church Council more accountable to her in regard to Faith Uniting politics.

Amber joined a peer support group and met occasionally with a Christian counsellor. There, through the sharing of experiences, she received “affirmation and understanding” and found a new strength and confidence for the future. 

With new boundaries and a better understanding of the congregation Amber has left that period behind and several years later is still at Faith Uniting. The Church lost some members but has equally grown with new members. The individuals who perpetrated the abuse remained within the church but no longer have the same destructive power. 

Amber believed that she grew through the experience although she would have preferred it had never happened. Her relationship with God had been strengthened and she felt God’s presence with her throughout the time. She gained a new confidence in her ability to lead worship and to guide the congregation as their minister. 

Amber saw the future as a “new challenge”. Amber felt that when the next call came she had would have a better understanding of what she needed to determine before accepting the placement. 

Appendix 3.

David’s Story

The names of people and places have been changed to protect the identity of the minister.

David had been an ordained minister for a number of years. Ministry was not always something that he had wanted to do but during his previous career, he felt as though he “wanted something more”. David stated, “As I explored options, I ended up offering to candidate and was accepted”. 

David had a number of placements during his time in ministry. David enjoyed being part of “the journey with people as they engaged more with life “.

David defined abuse as “dehumanising or not recognising the humanity of another person, not respecting them”, “people using their power to diminish another person’s power or another persons freedom to be”.

David’s experience of abuse as a minister began early in his placement at Hope Uniting. On David’s commencement at Hope Uniting positive change occurred. The church “was flourishing, it had swelled in numbers, people were just taking initiative and offering things in worship”. “Worship was alive”. 

Some of the “key leaders” within the church, particularly the treasurer and their spouse perpetrated the abuse experienced by David, and it began with their resistance to changes. 

The abuse began in the form of “constant criticism” which eventually wore David down, “disrupting [his] confidence”. Throughout David’s time at Hope Uniting, he was criticised by the key leaders for virtually everything he did. Towards the end, this criticism by the key leaders was “appearing in the minutes of the church council.” As the minutes were placed in public view, this was done to publicly undermine him. The key leaders were using this public record to make false accusations without informing David of what it was he had allegedly done. David protested that such behaviour was not fair but “it just kept getting worse”. 

The criticism was sometimes overt. David stated that he was told publicly that his sermons weren’t “deep enough”. The treasurer had said, “I don’t get my monies worth when you preach under 10 minutes”. 

The criticism also appeared in the subtle form, which David called “whispering” or the “deliberate stoking of discontent”.

David also experienced the ganging up of the key leaders, on more than one occasion, to deliver their criticisms. David described one of the many experiences of ganging up.

On one occasion… the Sunday after I had declared to the congregation why I was leaving, that church council and I had not reached a working relationship… That by its actions church council demonstrated that they were not going to work with me and that Presbytery’s advice is that it was… not resolvable and that it would be damaging to both congregation and myself… It was part of the preaching but it was only part of it and it actually linked in…  The following Sunday the Presbytery Minister was preaching. And he preached and he addressed them and then afterwards as we were greeting people and planning to eat, we got called back into the church and there were 8 or 9 people there, who sat us down, including the chairperson, the treasurer and [some members of] church council. Sat us down and started talking to the Presbytery Minister about me and about the abuse that had taken place in the preaching… And again, similar dynamic, with person then sort of directing other to speak. So obviously it had been worked out before hand… and just told the Presbytery Minister about me, as if I wasn’t there but I had to listen and then demanded that I respond. They asked the Presbytery Minister to discipline me and demand that I respond there and then. Presbytery Minister said no I’m not going to ask David that. But it was a, it was a ganging up and people had been recruited into it. So with that and ah, I said I would respond when I was ready and I met with the Presbytery Minister, gave him the text of the sermon and he said that’s, its not what I would have done but there’s not… So I had that. And in the end I decided I could not make any helpful response.

This sort of ‘ganging up’ occurred on a number of occasions in church council meetings. David stated, “Each month after church council meeting, I was crushed, I, absolutely crushed. I could’ve resigned the first Wednesday of every month for nearly the whole time”.

Aside from the verbal and emotional abuse, David also experienced financial abuse. 

For 12 months David was forced to ask for his stipend, as it was consistently late. On one occasion the treasurer went away on holidays without arranging for payment leaving David waiting for a week.

David described what happened next.

At that point I said well enoughs enough… I’d like to go onto the Synod system. And, and that was agreed to… but nothing happened and so I inquired, what’s it up to? … And then they needed some information so, and nothing happened… December, still hadn’t happened and I inquired again was ensured that things would happen. In January I received a letter from the treasurer saying, you know, this is what your entitlements will be for the coming year. And I had to ah, wrote back, emailed I think. And I said I’m confused I thought I was going on to the Synod system what’s happening here. And was told oh its too expensive I need to take it to the church council… At that point I think I spoke with the Presbytery well, I kept the Presbytery informed that it was, was happening. And, and I inquired and got the information from the Synod and ah, said look this is what the situation is. And… the reason why the reluctance or the refusal to go onto the Synod system was that the church would… get less of the GST refunds that they were getting from what I was spending… So that was it. And… then in February or March it had, it managed to get through… there were still some bits and pieces that I’ve had to follow through and tidy up and made sure are done properly.

These experiences of abuse impacted on emotional, physical and spiritual aspects of David’s life. David comes from a cultural background where “shame and honour” are of deep significance. In some ways this amplified the impact the abuse had. 

Emotionally David stated he was “fairly brittle”. The abuse “affected my confidence in being able to relate with people” in the church community. A distance had formed between him and the congregational members and David felt a sense of grief at the loss of relationship. This occurred not only because of the constant undermining but also because there was the belief in the congregation that “you either supported these lay people or they would collapse, burnout, be damaged. It became support them or [David]”… The situation became “manipulated” by a fear generated within the congregation of what would happen to the “key leaders” if they were opposed. This fear lead some members of the congregation to withdraw their relationship from David. 

David worked hard to address each of the criticisms but received no recognition and “the criticism would be even tougher”. 

This continued until David, in communication with the chair of church council, Presbytery Minister and under supervision, decided to take a time of retreat. During the time of retreat David spent time focusing on his vocation, reflecting on and reading theology and spent time in prayer and reflection and sought supervision. He continued taking Sunday services and provided pastoral care during this time.  

The retreat reenergized David. He stated, he “had energy to do things after the retreat that [he] didn’t have beforehand”. 

His experience of abuse caused him to doubt himself and feel “insecure” in his abilities. So much so, David felt that he “couldn’t stand amongst his colleagues”. 

Physically David was “unable to sleep” at times, he lost weight, he began to “stiffen up” and he received a doctors certificate to take stress leave.

David mentioned the abuse “affected my spirituality but it didn’t destroy it”. David believed his relationship with God was affected but not in a way that diminished or increased it. David saw his spirituality affected in that he “questioned [his] vocation” but he felt that it was “affirmed and confirmed”. His experiences also caused him reflect on his own issues around “movement from captivity to engagement”. 

David’s family was also affected by the abuse. Due to the stress and pressure from the abuse, David stated, “what it meant emotionally, was at times I was too distressed to be able to… be present as fully, I could be there to listen, but … I would withdraw”. David and his wife attended counselling together to “sustain” and help each other. David’s children left the church completely. “Whereas they would come to Christmas and Easter with [David], they actually refused to have anything to do with [church]” and David found he could not relate to them on a spiritual level. 

David “ensured that [he] had support”. He received professional supervision, kept in contact with the Presbytery Minister and maintained a close circle of friends. 

David described Presbytery support as “tremendous” from a personal side but lacking in a vocational nature. Some of David’s colleagues were unaware of the situation but were part of a “positive and affirming context”.

It was through supervision that David was able to name the abuse as “workplace bullying”. David then “stopped playing the game and that in fact increased the harassment”. 

There was a consultation “which, despite [David’s] requests, did not include the congregation. So, the congregation had no say. They didn’t know there was an issue. There was a chance to talk to, individually to the consultation team, but if you don’t know there’s an issue well, what are you to say?”

It came to David’s attention that a friend of his key critic was heading the consultation team. David informed the Presbytery but there was no reply. The consultation report arrived recommending that David leave. 

Determined not to be fired or to resign, it was then that David made the decision to make himself available for call. He had tried everything he could. 

A couple of weeks after announcing this to the church David went on leave. On his return, the engagement and positive initiative that had been showing before he left on leave, had gone, “the place fell apart”. 

The key leaders who perpetrated the abuse remained at Hope Uniting and were not held accountable for their actions. The power they have and the issues of abuse in Hope Uniting by those leaders, unquestioned by PRC or Presbytery, would face the next minister. 

David however settled into a new church where he started a new journey with a positive beginning.

Appendix 4.

Beth’s Story

The names of people and places have been changed to protect the identity of the minister.

Beth was a relatively new minister in her first placement. Since she was a child, Beth “had a passion for church and for God” but it was not until well into adulthood that Beth made the decision to join the Uniting Church as a minister.

In ministry, Beth enjoyed interacting with people “exploring their faith” and finding the place of “God in their life”. Beth also enjoyed seeing congregations step out of their comfort zone and achieve something they did not believe they could. 

Beth described abuse as when someone seeks to “work for your detriment rather then your good”. 

Beth’s experience of abuse as a minister began early in her placement at Spirit Uniting and Amity Uniting. Amity Uniting was a small church with less than 20 people. 

Both of the churches had a small faction within them of people who sought to undermine and invalidate Beth’s role as a minister and position in the church. Their abusive behaviour was not isolated to Beth’s experience. Previous ministers had had similar experiences of abuse. The churches had a history of “disposing of ministers in the past who disagreed with them”. 

Beth was already vulnerable as it was her first placement. She had not received any training at Theological Hall that informed or prepared her for the abuse she would experience. 

The incidents appeared small on their own, perhaps insignificant, but as Beth stated, “it was all those little things that you couldn’t say, hey this is big enough to make a fuss about but when you saw the pattern of them it was… there all the time”. 

Beth discovered early on that certain members of both of the churches were channelling church funds towards themselves in a way that Beth believed was inappropriate. Beth named it as inappropriate to the individuals. She was also “given the task of attempting to implement a lay ministry team”. Beth wrote a paper, which gave four options for the future direction of Amity Uniting. One was to “call it a day”. Two was to engage with the community and see where the need was and rebuild connections. Three was to leave the Amity Uniting building and attend at the Spirit buildings. And four was to “take on one project that helped them to meet a need in the community”. Following this paper it was spread around by the undermining faction that Beth only wanted to close the church. Beth believed that from that point “all hell broke loose”. 


I was attacked for choosing hymns they didn’t like. I was attacked for not visiting the people that they thought I should be visiting, when they thought I should be visiting them. I was attacked for allowing other people from Amity church to go and do the nursing home visits on occasions even though it was agreed they were good lay preachers.

The organists would disrupt the service by “accidentally” dropping the books onto the organ during prayers. 

There was a women’s bible study group with people from both churches whom Beth believed were involved in spreading rumours and sparking discontent. Some of these women were involved in the catering group.

One incident involved the catering group. There was a funeral to be held for a member of the church at which Beth believed quite strongly that the catering should be a gift to the family. The catering group were adamant that Beth had no place in making such a decision. Beth stated again “all hell broke loose”. She said, “they were incensed and that’s the battle that tore Spirit congregation [pause] apart and away from me”. 

While Beth was away on leave, members of the catering group undermined Beth and “put the word around town” and spoke with the funeral directors that no one would receive free catering and that it was not Beth’s decision to say if catering would be a gift. 

Beth visited a woman dying in hospital to discuss funeral arrangements, which was something the woman was struggling to comprehend. Beth stated, 

Every visit was followed up by a visit by one of these bullies who undermined what I had said. And of course you’re not going to die and of course, isn’t she dreadful to have done that so that eventually the word came, please don’t go. And then when I didn’t go, and the woman died, I got the blame for not visiting. 

A man in charge of maintenance, who was the husband of the woman at the head of the catering committee, had a key to Beth’s manse. She had previously been unaware of this. Beth suspected he entered her manse whilst she was on leave and discovered that her computer had been accessed.

On another occasion, Beth discovered he had taken a large number of the apricots from the tree in her backyard, without her permission, whilst she had been out visiting.

Beth even received threats such as “this town will know about you”.

Each of these incidents on their own appeared odd but small, however considering the links between them and looking at them as a pattern, Beth and the ministers before her saw them as damaging and abusive.

Beth’s experiences had severe impacts on all areas of her life. Beth stated, “physically, emotionally, spiritually, creatively, whatever, every dimension of your life is affected” by abuse.

Physically Beth suffered from fatigue and was not eating properly. She began to fear being alone in her house and experienced midnight panic attacks. An underlying condition was exacerbated and her spatial perception was inhibited causing her to collide with objects. During her time at Spirit and Amity Uniting, Beth began to suffer from tinnitus and that continued to impact on her in the long term. 

Beth became “much more on edge emotionally”. She stated, “the emotional [impact was] the hardest one to work through because whatever it is that’s already in your own personality gets exacerbated”. 

During her experience of abuse, there was a time when Beth “cried every day”. 
Beth said she “was fearing for [her] own personal safety”. She no longer trusted people as easily. She became wary of people and the church. This was something that began to change in her following placement. 

Beth’s spirituality was severely affected. Beth said, “I’ve fought like crazy to hold onto my faith, and not to let go of my relationship with God… to keep open to God”. Although she “felt like there was never a time when there was a distance or separation from God”, Beth strongly questioned her faith during and after her experiences.

Beth sought a review. The review, set up by the Presbytery, was lead by an external person. This person interviewed anyone who wanted to contribute to the review, which was primarily “anyone who believed they had a grievance”. 

A meeting was held at which Beth was asked to be present but not speak. Beth said, “it hurt like crazy to sit there and it hurt the good people on the council who were trying to support me because every time they spoke they were asked to just listen”. 

A preliminary report came out naming the Amity Uniting congregation a “brood of vipers” with a “history of this kind of systematic… undermining of ministers and ministry”.

Beth was asked to leave for rest and recreation, while to congregation discussed the preliminary report.

During her time away, which turned out to be a few months, the person who wrote the preliminary report, rewrote the report and placed equal blame onto Beth.

On her return, Beth tried to work through it for a couple more months. But in the end she made the decision to leave Spirit and Amity Uniting. This was a difficult decision and one that Beth struggled with but the issues that needed to be resolved had not been resolved.

As it turned out, the key issues Beth had fought to change were resolved after she had left. One outcome that was not Beth’s intention was that the Presbytery closed Amity church. The building was given for community use. The faction within Amity Uniting moved to Spirit Uniting and the following minister began to notice the same patterns arising. 

The impact her experiences had on her, caused immense hurt in Beth’s life and she continued to struggle with those hurts. Eventually, Beth moved on to another placement where the church council was welcoming and the future a blank canvas on which to make a fresh start.
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