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Differentiation is the relative ability of people to guide their own functioning by 

• Thinking clearly 

• Acting on principle 

• Defining self by taking a position 

• Coming to know more about their instinctive reactions to others 

• Learning to regulate those reactions 

• Staying in contact with others 

• Choosing a responsible course of action 

Differentiation is a process that takes place in relationships. It is about balancing two life 

forces—individuality and togetherness—when interacting with others. (Peter Steinke, 

Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times, 19) 

Differentiation means the capacity of a family member to define his or her own life’s goals and 

values apart from surrounding togetherness pressures, to say “I” when others are demanding 

“you” and “we.” (Ed Friedman, Generation to Generation, 27) 

All we have to do is give a talk in which we carefully differentiate ourselves—define clearly what 

we believe and where we stand on issues, in a way that is totally devoid of “shoulds” and 

“musts.” The response of the congregational family . . . Will always range along the following 

spectrum. Those who function emotionally toward the “better differentiated” end will respond by 

defining themselves: “Father, I agree”; “I disagree”; “I believe”; etc. or, “Ms. Jones, I like 

what you said, though I am not sure I can agree with you on. . .” Those at the “less well-

differentiated” end will respond not by defining themselves but by continuing to define their 

clergyman or clergywoman: “Father, how can you say that when . . .”; “Ms. Smith, how do you 

reconcile this with what you said the other day when you. . .”; “Rabbi, sometimes I wonder if 

you are even Jewish.” (Ed Friedman, Generation to Generation, p. 30) 

 

Less-anxious presence gets at the idea of the leader’s anxiety level being at least a step-down 

regarding the anxiety level of the congregation. The leader cannot ever be non-anxious but can 

work towards being less-anxious.  

Members of the clergy function as transformers in an electrical circuit. To the extent we are 

anxious ourselves, then, when anxiety in the congregation permeates our being, it becomes 

potentiated and feeds back into the congregational family at a higher voltage. But to the extent 

we can recognize and contain our own anxiety, then we function as step-down transformers, or 

perhaps circuit breakers. In that case, our presence, far from escalating emotional potential, 

actually serves to diminish its “zapping” effect. (Ed Friedman, Generation to Generation, 208.) 



 

There are three interlocking systems which intersect and influence each other in the life of a 

congregation: 

• The congregation as a family system 

• The “individual” families inside the congregation 

• The clergyperson’s own family system 

 

What is the role of the clergy in a healthy small congregation? 

Whatever the trigger of anxiety might be, whatever the anxious behaviors, the healthier way for 

leaders to function to affect the emotional field in pain is to: 

• Recognize resistance as a normal reaction to leadership rather than taking it personally 

• Know that relationships are reciprocal and interactive and that our own calm, reflective 

functioning influences the congregation positively 

• Exercise patience because anxiety’s effect on an emotional field is immediate, whereas our 

well-composed functioning influences the emotional system in the longer term 

• Consider their goals for the congregation to avoid giving in to the pressure of the moment, 

such as by quickly fixing problems and taking care of people’s anxiety 

• Learn to tolerate anxious times in order to use them as opportunities for creative responses 

• Manage their own anxiety (Peter Steinke, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times, 78-

79.) 

 

What does clergy self-care look like and involve? 

 

Self-care 

• Consistent spiritual discipline 

o Ignatian Examen 

o Lectio Divina 

o Rosary 

• Consistent contact with a clergy group 

o Group that is small and trustworthy 

o Group that allows for dialogue concerning similar situations 

• Consistent interaction with a spiritual director and/or therapist 

• Consistent exercise/rest/replenishing activity 

 

 

How does one become a good researcher? 

• By becoming a more objective observer of the system 

• Asking good questions (questions provide distance and connection) – Who? What? When? 

Where? How? 



• Being curious (the “Colombo” approach) 

• Being “experimental” (putting something into the system and observing how the system deals 

with it) 

• The ability to be less anxious than the system 

• A willingness to step out of your comfort zone 

• Have an open mind 

• Be flexible/adaptive (be willing to change your hypothesis) (Doug Hester, Family Systems class 

notes, 4.) 

 

A Continuum of Attending 

 

It is helpful to conceptualize the relationship between a spirituality of presence and the 

descriptive-empirical task of practical theological interpretation along the lines of a 

continuum…At one end of the continuum is informal attending. This has to do with the quality of 

attending in everyday life. It includes active listening and attentiveness in interpersonal 

communication. It also includes our openness to the beauty and tragedy we encounter day by 

day. It is pausing to notice the beauty of nature as it gives witness to the glory of God. It is 

attending to a young Latino man riding by on a bicycle and pausing to wonder about the long 

journey that has brought him to this place and quiet heroism in working so hard to send money 

back home. It is opening ourselves to the pain of those we encounter in a back story of the 

newspaper or sitting across from us in our office. Attending in these kinds of informal ways does 

not come naturally or easily. An orientation of openness, attentiveness, and prayerfulness is 

nurtured by our participation in spiritual disciplines that help us attend to others within the 

presence of God. (Richard Osmer, Practical Theology, 37-38.) 

 

 

How can we be a faithful pastor in a healthy small congregation? 

• Say your prayers. 

• Love your people. 

• Have fun—do parishioners know you enjoy sharing life and ministry with them? 

 

 

 

 

 


