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Escaping Satan’s Funhouse:
Believing the Truth in the Care of
Disordered Souls
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God’s Mirror vs. Satan’s Mirror

N Bo GIERTZ'S CLASSIC PASTORAL NOVEL, “The Hammer of God,” old Johannes

lay convicted and terrified on his death bed. With too much time to think,
all he could recall was his sin. He knew hell was his lot. With clarity and truth,
the hammer of God’s law had done its work.

Into this room of death came young Pastor Savonius, who was ignorant of
what he could not be ignorant of: the gospel of Jesus Christ. Without this
balm for the conscience, he spoke to Johannes the worst thing a person
could possibly say, “God is good.” He might as well have kicked poor Jo-
hannes out of the bed and stolen his pillow. It was because God is good — so
very, very good — holy even, that Johannes knew he was doomed. He sinned
and justly deserved God’s wrath. There was no arguing with Johannes. What
he thought was sin was in fact, sin. He believed God’s holy and just law con-
demned him. Indeed, it did. With the judgment of a “good” God against him,
hell was his lot.

The hammer of God’s law had done its work. It continues to work on the
consciences of men. It holds up a mirror for us to see our sin and the con-

63



SEELSORGER VOLUME 5

64

sequence of our sin with clarity and
truth. Indeed, it is just as we sing
in the hymn, Salvation Unto Us has
Come (LSB 555), “The law is but a
mirror bright, to bring the inbred sin
to light, that lurks within our nature.”

In the Smalcald Articles, Luther, with
his customary verve, wrote of the
law:

Now this is the thunderbolt of
God, by means of which he de-
stroys both the open sinner and
the false saint and allows no one
to be right but drives the whole lot
of them into terror and despair.
This is the hammer of which Jer-
emiah speaks: My word is a ham-
mer that breaks a rock in pieces”
[Jer. 23:29]. This is not “active
contrition,” a contrived remorse,
but “passive contrition,” true af-
fliction of the heart, suffering,
and the pain of death....But where
the law exercises such an office
alone, without the addition of the
gospel, there is [nothing else but]
death and hell, and the human
creature must despair, like Saul
and Judas.?

Thankfully, in Giertz’'s writing, the
gospel brought life to Johannes’
deathbed. A woman named Katrina
came to the house with the word of
life. She spoke words of consolation
to Johannes, reminding him that,
while he was a great sinner, “Jesus
is a greater Savior.” She spoke of the
atonement and faith in the “Lamb of
God who takes away the sin of the
world.” Pastor Savonius, ignorant
of the gospel though he was, spoke
words of absolution according to his
office and thus imparted the very

1 Martin Luther, R Kolb and T Wengert,
eds., Smalcald Articles, Part lll, Article 3
(Concerning Repentance). The Book of Con-
cord. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000)
312-213.

forgiveness won for Johannes at the
cross. Johannes found peace in Je-
sus. But before that happened, the
law powerfully wrought upon his soul
the alien work of God.

For the purposes of this paper, |
would draw your attention to two
truths of God’s law. First, with clar-
ity, it shows us the truth and conse-
quence of our sin. It is a mirror that
does not lie. Second, it convicts us
of that very same sin. The guilt and
terror we experience from the law is
a sign of a healthy conscience; one
that is ready to receive the great gift
of peace with God found only in the
gospel of Jesus Christ, crucified for
us and our salvation.

In Lutheran circles, this would be
considered classic “law and gospel”
ministry. Unfortunately, there are
many stricken consciences and terri-
fied souls that are not a result of the
mirror of God’s law. Rather, they are
a victim of what | will call “Satan’s
mirror.” The evil foe, as he works his
crafty malice, mimics our God. He
too has a mirror, and he desires you
to gaze into it. But there is neither
clarity nor truth in it. Instead, it is a
mirror much like you would find in
an old-fashioned carnival funhouse.
You remember: you stood in front
of the warped mirror and your head
looked like a hot air balloon while
your midsection looked like a stick.
Your feet were that of a clown while
your knees looked like basketballs.
In this mirror you recognized a reflec-
tion of yourself, but at the same time
you laughed because you knew that
the vision was a harmless, silly lie.

But what happens if the enemy’s
warped mirror is held in front of you
time and time again? Or you are led
into a funhouse and someone locks
the door behind you? Wherever you
turn you see a distorted, or perhaps



better said, a disordered view of
yourself. What would happen if you
then came to believe what you saw
in Satan’s funhouse not as a silly lie,
but in fact, the truth about yourself?
In the matter of the conscience,
what if the guilt and terror you expe-
rience comes not from God’s mirror
of truth, but rather from a lie in Sa-
tan’s mirror?

Let’s take this a step further. When a
pastor is the object of Satan’s mirror
of lies, how is he able to go about the
ministry to which he is called? What
happens when you, as a pastor, are
stuck in this funhouse because a
soul you are called to care for has
led you inside of their funhouse and
locked the door behind you? And
most importantly, for the sake of
your soul and those you are called
to care for, how do you get out? This
paper is called, “Escaping Satan’s
Fun House: Believing the Truth in the
Care of Disordered Souls.”

Personality Disorders, the Parish
and the Pastor

At this point, | fully realize that there
may be many people reading this
paper who have no idea what | am
talking about. Do not despair. Many
people have never had Satan’s mir-
ror consistently and confidently held
up to them by another individual.
In short, they have never been the
object of another’s personality dis-
order, where Satan’s mirror is held
up in the cruelest of ways. When the
caretaker of a disordered soul gazes
into this mirror day after day, it can
provoke within him confusion, doubt,
anger, sadness, fear, guilt, self-justi-
fication, vengeance, terror and worst
of all, shame. Spiritually speak-
ing, the person with the disorder is
most often considered the person in
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need of care, however, it is often the
caretaker who becomes unwell and
needs care. Why is this? The simple
answer is this: according to his call-
ing and caring heart, the pastor con-
tinually tries to care for the soul that
attacks his own. The attack is often
a result of the disordered soul relent-
lessly holding up a warped mirror to
the shepherd. This mirror will display
the pastor as an uncaring villain, an
unreasonable man, a clueless idiot,
but even worse, an unworthy shep-
herd who needs to depart from his
flock.

Before going any farther, it is neces-
sary to define “a personality disor-
der.” The Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth
Edition, defines a personality disor-
der as “an enduring pattern of inner
experiences and behavior that devi-
ates markedly from the expectations
of the individual’s culture.” First, al-
low me to draw your attention to the
words “enduring pattern.” The be-
havior of some disordered persons
is enduring in that it is not easily
changed. What is more, there is a
pattern. The behavior is not that of a
person who just “had a bad day,” but
the disordered behavior is keenly
observable in that it is repeated. The
second part of the definition | wish
to highlight is “behavior that devi-
ates markedly from the expectations
of the individual’s culture.” In other
words, the observable behavior is ir-
rational or “odd.” Some disordered
persons may operate normally in
many areas of life, but run into sig-
nificant problems when met with ar-
eas of life where there are common
“expectations” placed upon them.

This creates a problem for a low-
expectation place like the church. In
a congregation, “all are welcome” —
as low an expectation as one could

it is often
the caretaker
who becomes
unwell and

needs care.
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have. Because of this, at first, a per-
son with a personality disorder will
often go unnoticed; or, if they are
noticed, they will go unchallenged.
Eventually, however, if they seek or
if they are asked to serve in an area
of leadership, trouble will invariably
arise because expectations are now
placed upon them. In most instanc-
es, the church is ill-equipped to han-
dle it.

Robert Kruger, in his pastoral book,
“The Proper Care of Snakes: Man-
aging Personality Disorders in the
Congregational Setting,” makes the
point that there is good reason to
think some personality disorders are
more present in the congregation
than in the general public. He fur-
ther suggests why they are not prop-
erly handled. Among the reasons he
lists are:

¢ Congregations seek to be ac-
cepting and welcoming places. It
is considered rude or even “un-
christian” to be confrontational
about another’s behavior.

¢ Congregations are volunteer
organizations, as such they have
limited authority or means to ad-
dress inappropriate behavior.

¢ Congregations are eager to sur-
vive, especially when they are not
growing. Therefore, they are fear-
ful of “offending” regular mem-
bers.

¢ Because it is difficult to find
individuals willing to accept lead-
ership positions, individuals with
personality disorders often find
an opportunity in the congrega-
tions to exercise power and influ-
ence, which they are unable to do
in other areas of their life.

From personal experience and from
conversations with other pastors, |

believe Rev. Kruger to be correct in
all his points. If a pastor has not yet
encountered a disordered soul, he
almost certainly soon will; and if he
does not prepare his congregation’s
leadership, a hellish period will fol-
low for the pastor and the congrega-
tion.

This paper focuses on a unique
time in a congregation’s life when
it is troubled by a personality disor-
dered soul, mainly, when the pastor
is the object of the person’s disorder
— when, for some reason, the disor-
dered soul has identified the pas-
tor as the source of consternation,
discontent, or even evil in his/her
life. What follows are some general
characteristics of a disordered soul
followed by examples of that soul’s
actions and their impact upon pas-
tors. Each scenario is a real experi-
ence a pastor has endured in the
care of a disordered soul.? As you
read, pay careful attention to what
fills the pastor’s soul as Satan’s mir-
ror is held up for him to gaze into.

1. People who have a personality
disorder seemingly do not perceive
how their words or actions affect
others. Or, they actually may per-
ceive how their actions affect oth-
ers and simply not care. Perhaps
the most prominent trait of a person
with a personality disorder is an un-
nerving lack of empathy for others. In
one case, the individual questioned
nearly everything the pastor said
or did, no matter how insignificant
it was. When he once preached on
how Jesus’ blood tears down walls of
sin, he was accused on the way out
of church of being against President

2] am one of the pastors listed below,
but for reasons of confidentiality, | do not
indicate which incidents | personally experi-
enced.



Trump’s border wall. The soul went
on to accuse the pastor of being un-
caring by not allowing her to tell the
congregation of the international
trouble that she perceived was com-
ing to their church. Because her criti-
cism was so persistent, this pastor
would wonder and worry with a pit in
his stomach every Sunday when he
got up, “Is she going to be there this
Sunday? It was always in the back of
my mind.”

In another case, the disordered soul
began leaving messages on a pas-
tor's home answering machine that
were disparaging to the pastor’s
character. Messages came with such
regularity that the pastor taught his
children to sing hymns every time
the phone rang so, in the event the
caller was the disordered soul, the
critical voice could be drowned out.
When the call from the disordered
soul was not answered, this individ-
ual would then drive past the church
and parsonage to see if the pastor
was really there. The pastor was left
in fear.

He said of the experience, “Every
time the phone rings, you jump.
Every time a car goes through the
driveway, you jump. If the doorbell
rings you cringe. You dread check-
ing the mail. All of this is happening
even though you have done nothing
wrong but you feel like you have. |
started to question, why am | feel-
ing so crappy about myself when
this is being done to me? | was feel-
ing guilty though | wasn’t sure why.
I constantly self-justified myself as
the good person being attacked by
the bad person.” This pastor also
confessed that if this had happened
early in his ministry he would have
left his calling behind.

In both cases, the pastors won-
dered, “How can this person not
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understand how their actions are
hurting me?” In fact, the person with
the disorder may not understand. In
each instance, after attacking their
respective pastors, the disordered
individuals conducted themselves
as if nothing ever happened at all.
This left the pastors bewildered and
questioning what they were experi-
encing. More than that, the pastors
felt as though they were walking on
eggshells, watching every word and
action for fear of setting the disor-
dered soul off.

2. Some people with a personality
disorder may often they see them-
selves as “saviors” who are always
right. As a result, they often believe
they can solve everyone else’s prob-
lems, all the while being completely
oblivious to their own, obvious prob-
lems. One pastor was confronted
with a disordered soul who was fil-
ing for bankruptcy while at the very
same time insisting that he run the
church’s stewardship program. Lat-
er, this same individual insisted on
leading a marriage course at church
while having extreme marital diffi-
culty himself. While the response of
the pastor was to simply say “no,” he
did so with extreme caution. Past ex-
perience with this individual taught
him he would be demonized for do-
ing so. The disordered soul seem-
ingly had no idea why his requests
were inappropriate because he
seemed to have no insight into his
own behavior. This extreme level of
unrecognized hypocrisy was befud-
dling and frustrating to the pastor.
It was the pastor’s desire to call the
soul to repentance; however, this
soul believed he had no need of it.
In fact, to the disordered soul, it was
the pastor who needed to repent for
denying him leadership roles, and he
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expressed this to the pastor repeat-
edly.

Notice in this example how the pas-
tor was put in a no-win situation.
This is so often the case: the pastor
becomes the villain who says “no.”
When this develops into a pattern
with a disordered soul, the pastor’s
resolve can understandably wear
down. He may want to be left alone.
He often faces the temptation to give
in to the irrational requests just to
have some peace and maybe even
be favored for a while. One pastor
said, “l used to hope that the person
just wanted to be heard, so | would
listen politely no matter how outra-
geous or insulting his words would
be.

“It didn’t work.”

Another component of a disordered
soul’s perception of themselves as a
savior is they frequently believe they
are above authority or reproof. They
see themselves as the protector of
the church at all costs. One pastor
was accused of playing “fast and
loose” with his church’s money in
front of his church council during a
budget meeting. The pastor was not
present for the accusation, and no
context was provided to the council
members. When pressed about why
he said this, the disordered soul re-
called a conversation from a decade
previous when the pastor said he
supported an expenditure of money
for the children’s Christmas pro-
gram. In this soul’s mind, the pas-
tor's remote comment was applied
to the current situation, and the
soul believed he needed to save the
church from the pastor’s careless,
excessive spending. When confront-
ed with his words by another pastor
and elders, he refused to admit it
was slander. After he was pressed
on this matter for a month, with en-

couragement to repent and be rec-
onciled, he claimed he was a victim
of a conspiracy, “it is a free country,”
and that he was entitled to his opin-
ion. No matter how kindly, reason-
ably, biblically, and consistently he
was approached, he believed he was
right. In his mind, he did not sin.

As this was the culmination of a pat-
tern of behavior that targeted the
pastor over the course of years, the
pastor would feel nervous on Sun-
day mornings. He would scan the
sanctuary to see if the soul was
present. He said, “Once | saw him,
there would always be a pit in my
stomach. If there was a way to avoid
him, | would. But after this incident
it was either him or me. The man is
an obnoxious bully and a jerk. | de-
cided | would not do anything with
church administration with him
present. If that was not acceptable
to the church leadership, | was ready
to ask them for three months to find
a new call.”

This “savior” complex also helps ex-
plain why the disordered soul may
target the pastor. The pastor, who
is often seen as having the ultimate
authority in the congregation, is con-
sequently seen as a threat.

3. Some people with a personality
disorder often do not listen to rea-
son. Personality-disordered souls are
often not responsive to what many
people would call “common sense.”
A disordered organist came to her
pastor, refusing to play Christmas
hymns during the Christmas season
because “we always do that.” When
told that she must, she became an-
gry. She accused the pastor of being
stuck in the mud and not in tune to
the congregation. The pastor was
left perplexed, wondering, “l can’t



believe | just had an argument about
playing ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’ on
Christmas. What's next?” More than
that, if a pastor desires to address
this biblically, what verse applies to
this example?

Another pastor had a disordered
soul insert herself into the evange-
lism team to move the church toward
taking action against ISIS. When the
pastor stated, “This is not evange-
lism,” he became regularly accosted
as an uncaring, naive individual. No
matter how ludicrous those words
sound, the pastors interviewed for
this paper admit that the words get
into your heart and mind. They ad-
mit to spending personal time alone
evaluating if the accusations lobbed
against them might be true and why
they were being attacked. Could it
be their fault? When this happens,
it becomes an experience in Satan’s
funhouse.

4. One of the most harmful and
scariest traits of a disordered soul
is that he may appear completely
normal for a period of time. In some
aspects of life, he functions as a
healthy individual. In fact, the dis-
ordered person may even be kind.
One pastor received a gift card from
the soul that was accosting him. He
wondered if perhaps things were
getting better. Maybe she is seeing
that | do care and | am not an aw-
ful person as he was told. A week
later this same pastor received a
message from the disordered soul
stating he should be ready for a call
from her therapist because she told
her therapist that “her pastor was
the cause of all her problems.” Thus,
an evil mind game is played. During
the peaceful times, the pastor may
falsely believe that “things are get-
ting better.” What is worse, he may
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question or doubt his initial thoughts
and reactions, thinking, “Maybe | am
overreacting or imagining how bad
things are.” But when Satan’s mir-
ror is held up to him again, he is left
confused and in a constant state of
being “on guard.” Am | actually the
cause of her problems?

Because the disordered soul is ca-
pable of behaving “normally” for
stretches of time, and may function
effectively and responsibly in other
aspects of life, many lay people don’t
recognize the serious disorder. The
pastor often worries that no one is
going to believe him if he tells people
what is going on. One pastor said, “If
it wasn’t for email documentation of
the disordered soul’s words, | would
have needed to leave the congre-
gation. No one would believe me.
In fact some people didn’t believe
me even with documentation.” This
same pastor was worried the situ-
ation would destroy his reputation
within the congregation and destroy
his ability to minister there.

5. Finally, it can be said that the dis-
ordered soul is often not in touch
with reality. One pastor experienced
accusations from a disordered soul
who outrageously claimed that “[the
pastor] gives me dirty looks from the
front of the church.” This same dis-
ordered soul also claimed he saw
people talking and believed that he
knew the content of conversations.
Naturally, they were talking about
him.

A Pastor Cares for the Soul that
Attacks His Own

It may be easy for someone on the
outside to dismiss this due to its in-
sanity. It really is much like looking
into the funhouse mirror: what you

the disordered
soul is often
not in touch
with reality.
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Satan’s lies
take root

see is just plain silly. However, when
you are caught in it and made to look
time and time again, the picture it
shows becomes consuming. Satan’s
lies take root: lies like, | am a bad,
uncaring, unworthy pastor. It is my
hope that those examples are suf-
ficient for those who have not had
Satan’s mirror held up to them to
begin to understand the experience
of those who have. Please remem-
ber that what is written are merely
examples of a constant pattern of
behavior.

The unique dimension to all of this is
that the pastor is keenly aware of his
divine call to care for the soul, even
as it attacks his own. This is where
Satan really gets crafty. The pastor
who is being accosted has a desire
to get away from the disordered in-
dividual. One pastor admitted to
dreaming of his church without this
person by just about any means nec-
essary. Such thoughts, however, are
followed by the worst guilt: This is
the soul that | am called to care for
and | just want him to go away. | am
a bad pastor. | am unworthy of this
call. I am all the things this person
says that | am. So then, the pastor
may fall into the trap of desperately
trying to figure out what will help the
emotionally ill person. He thinks, “I
must fix him.” He finds himself in his
office replaying conversations won-
dering what he could have said dif-
ferently. Or he constantly ponders, If
I could just figure out what they are
thinking, | could apply the appropri-
ate word to them and they will be
fine — and maybe, me too.

Another lie the pastor may believe is
“If I am kind enough to them, they
will change and be kind to me.” In
this way, the pastor can soothe his
conscience that he is, indeed, “trying
to be a good pastor.” In fact, this can

easily lead to self-justification: “l am
trying to be a good pastor and this in-
dividual is just being cruel. This per-
son doesn’t know how good he has
it with me as his pastor. | am caring
for him and he returns my care with
harm. Well, God will one day send
him to hell.” After that thought, the
guilt comes back and the cycle re-
peats.

Contrast the pastor seeking to care
for the soul who attacks his own to
the secular world. There are many
books and videos to help people
deal with those in their lives who are
suffering from a personality disor-
der. There are some practical pieces
of information available. However, if
on such a website, you scroll down to
the comment section of these help
guides, you will find countless re-
sponses saying, “don’t listen (to the
help guide)!” “Run away as fast as
you can.” “Cut off all contact.” “Take
whatever legal steps you need to
take to escape.” “These people are
demon-possessed.” “They will never
change.” “Save yourself.” The faith-
ful shepherd has no such option.

Satan Moves in for the Kill

While the pastor is paralyzed in guilt,
dark circling thoughts, the fear of
man and self justification, Satan
moves in for the kill with two of his
favorite tools: the word of God and
the church. When tempting Jesus
in the wilderness, Satan famously
used God’s word against him. “If you
are the Son of God,” he said, “throw
yourself down. For it is written: ‘He
will command his angels concern-
ing you,” and ‘On their hands they
will bear you up, lest you strike your
foot against a stone’” (Matt 4:6). Sa-
tan attacks the undershepherds in
the same way. We often confess the



words of 1 John 1:8, “If we say we
have no sin, we deceive ourselves,
and the truth is not in us.” When
it comes to the matter of being at-
tacked by a disordered soul, initially,
the truth is that the pastor prob-
ably did not sin. However, with these
words of Scripture echoing in his
head, the pastor consistently works
to find his sin in the situation so that
he may repent and the conflict can
be resolved. The result is more guilt
and confusion. Unfortunately, this
guiltis a lie built on a lie by the father
of all lies.

Making matters worse, Satan ush-
ers in the well-intentioned church
to help resolve conflict. Since every
Christian knows that it takes two to
tango — that if you say you have not
sinned you deceive yourself — then
clearly both parties must repent and
reconcile. In Ted Kober’s book, Con-
fession and Forgiveness: Professing
Faith as Ambassadors of Reconcili-
ation, he lays out the beauty of rec-
onciliation that flows from the blood
Jesus shed for the sins of the world
on Calvary. Step by step, he demon-
strates the joy that comes when two
sinners confess their sins against
one another and receive forgiveness
from one another. However, there
is no mention of special cases that
involve conflict caused by mental ill-
ness in this book. In fact, recognizing
personality disorders does not seem
to be part of training for synod rec-
oncilers, though some may possess
this training from other sources. |
have yet to find any of our Synod rec-
oncilers who have received training
in recognizing personality disorders.
This is not to say that they don’t
exist. But even where theological
training is sound, the presence of
an antagonist’s mental illness (per-
sonality disorder) is likely to remain
undetected and the practice of rec-
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onciliation is likely to be misapplied.
The result is incredibly damaging to
the struggling conscience of a pas-
tor. Perhaps reconcilers can be in-
vited to consider carefully the spe-
cial circumstances required when
either the pastor or the parishioner
is struggling with mental illness.
Unfortunately, while the theology of
Kober’s book is sound, the misap-
plication of said theology can be in-
credibly destructive to the pastor’s
already-battered conscience. When
the pastor is told that if he says he
has no sin he deceives himself, he
is already blaming himself for things
that are not his fault. This is infuriat-
ing and emotionally-exhausting.

Following the normal course of the
reconciliation process, the pastor is
instructed to explain what is happen-
ing. This is often difficult to explain
and painful to do. The pastor must
then confess his failing while having
no idea what it is. As you think on the
examples provided in this paper, did
these situations develop because
the pastor committed a grievous sin?
What should the pastor confess? In
these specific instances, the recon-
ciliation process can be compared
to that of an abusive relationship. A
marital reconciler would not ask a
battered woman, who may already
blame herself for her abuse, to con-
fess to her abuser the sins that must
have led to her injuries. It would be
cruel to do so. Yet, when a person-
ality disorder is not recognized, this
is the principle the church applies to
a pastor (as do other well-meaning
Christians). In the midst of his pain,
there is nothing more crushing to a
hurting pastor than a fellow pastor
assigning blame. To this point, a pas-
tor recounted an instance when a
disordered soul called every district
and synod official she could find to
complain about her pastor. One of-
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The accosted
pastor
needs to be
protected.

ficial took the bait and made calls so
that the pastor, who clearly must be
part of the problem, could humble
himself. It is hard to get out of bed
in the morning after that. Ministry
ends.

What is even more difficult for some
Christians to understand is that rec-
onciliation should not be the immedi-
ate goal in a situation like this. Again,
in an abusive situation, the first goal
of a counselor or even a friend is not
to reconcile, but to protect. The ac-
costed pastor needs to be protected.
Sadly, this often does not happen.
One pastor experienced several of
his members approach him, hop-
ing to foster reconciliation between
the pastor and the disordered soul.
In an effort to provide encourage-
ment, they told him “forgiveness is a
choice.” They, however, did not view
the situation rightly. This only led to
greater despair on the part of the
pastor, who decided, “Now | am an
unforgiving person, and | have let
more people at church down.”

Sadly, even if the disordered soul
leaves a church, the reflection of
the funhouse mirror lives in the pas-
tor. In one congregation, the person
with the disordered soul no longer
attends worship. She has been ab-
sent for two years, yet she remains
a member of the congregation. Her
pastor, though wounded, still sends
out a birthday note to her, as he does
for every member of his flock. When
asked what it is like to write the note,
he said, “Every time | write the letter,
all the emotions of being hurt come
back even though she has been
gone for two years. | send a birthday
card because | still am her pastor.
And so | send it to appease my guilt.
Maybe | am a masochist. My guilt
is that | am not God and | can’t fix
her, but | want to.” Another pastor

who was accosted with phone calls
said, “To this day, | rarely answer the
phone; because if they leave a mes-
sage, | have their words recorded so
I can have a witness if need be.” Still
another pastor admitted, “I am glad
they are gone. | truly feel horrible
saying that. Also, | am terrible at for-
giving. It’s not like | want bad things
to happen to them, but | don’t want
them around me either.” One pastor
half-jokingly (half not) said that he
was experiencing PTSD while being
interviewed for this paper.

It is likely fair to say that when a pas-
tor first encounters a personality dis-
ordered soul, he may have no idea
with whom and what he is dealing.
After initial experiences with a per-
sonality-disordered soul, the pastor
may consider the person to be “diffi-
cult” or “not easy to work with.” How-
ever, over time, a pattern of behav-
ior develops; often this behavior is
subtle. Eventually, it becomes clear
there is something terribly wrong,
and the pastor is injured through this
relationship. You may know when
you are dealing with a disordered
soul and being led into the funhouse
by the toxic and exhausting effect
the other soul has on your own. The
pastor can be consumed with con-
fusion, anger, self doubt, guilt, and
fear. His good conscience before
God is destroyed. He finds himself
in a situation not unlike Johannes
on his deathbed. Only it is not just
condemnation for his own sin that
he fears, but the judgment and con-
tinuing condemnation of man. He is
covered in shame.

Care of the Pastor’s Soul

So now the question is: what do we
do? How can a pastor escape Sa-
tan’s funhouse for the sake of his



conscience and his calling? There
are two orders of business that must
happen simultaneously. One without
the other will not result in the nec-
essary healing. One, the affected
pastor must have a trusted fellow
pastor who can bring God’s gifts of
healing. Two, the prophet needs his
hands lifted up by his elders. The lat-
ter will be addressed in a later sec-
tion. Again, one without the other
will not accomplish what is needed
for the pastor to be whole and fulfill
his calling.

We will begin with healing the pas-
tor’s conscience. The pastor, wound-
ed as he is, very often wants vali-
dation. Am | good pastor? Should
| continue to be a pastor? For this,
he seeks out friends who will assure
him that the other party is crazy and
that he is OK. If they are Lutheran
friends, they may even buy him a
beer. This is fine as far as it goes.
The truth can be so distorted in the
pastor’s mind that he needs clarity
and support from friends. But for
care for his soul and healing of his
conscience, he must seek a pastor
who will rightly handle God’s word of
truth according to his calling. The in-
jured pastor must have Satan’s mir-
ror removed and replaced with truth
and clarity of God’s law and the heal-
ing balm of the gospel.

Most likely, the pastor has sinned —
just not in the way that he believes.
While he is wounded, his sin is found
in looking for validation in his good-
ness and not the divine call he has
received from God. The latter is as
certain as God himself. The former is
as certain as the weather. For every
instance in which the pastor justifies
himself by pointing to his goodness,
there are countless instances where
he has failed. This self-justification
is an endless argument within him-
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self against the voice that condemns
him. Indeed, when the pastor for-
gets his calling from God, his min-
istry changes from that of law and
gospel to “healer of the personality
disorder.” Since he cannot bring this
healing, he will experience failure
and perhaps come to believe he is
one. The caring pastor must gently
call him to repent and turn to what is
certain and, thus, is from God. He is
a pastor not by the approval or disap-
proval of man. He is a pastor not by
his success or failure. He is a pastor
by the grace of God as issued in his
divine call from Christ’s church. Here
is his firm foundation. In this truth,
Satan’s mirror begins to become ir-
relevant and the pastor takes his
first steps out of the funhouse.

The pastor providing care will then
need to address the temptation the
injured pastor has fallen into. Luther
addresses it plainly in the explana-
tion to the sixth petition of the Lord’s
Prayer:

We pray in this petition that God
would guard and keep us so that
the devil, the world, and our sin-
ful nature may not deceive us or
mislead us into false belief, de-
spair, and other great shame and
vice. Although we are attacked by
these things, we pray that we may
finally overcome them and win the
victory (emphasis mine).

It is not the feeling of being a “bad
person and unworthy pastor” that
is the problem per se. If it were,
the other pastor would just need to
build this pastor up by stating all of
his good qualities and successes in
the ministry. Instead, the caring pas-
tor will reveal that it is his “false be-
lief” that has brought about despair,
great shame and vice. In short, it is
a matter of falling into temptation.
This is the result of Satan’s mirror

the affected
pastor
must have
a trusted
fellow pastor
who can
bring God’s
gifts of

healing.
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and the weakness of our flesh. The
caring pastor will lovingly name Sa-
tan’s mirror and the pastor’'s sin,
directing him to the comfort of God
who took our every sin to himself on
the cross and thus crushed the head
of the foe. But what is his sin? In a
word, the sin is idolatry: idolatry of
the disordered soul’s words, accusa-
tions and reality that control his life
and cover him in shame.

This overwhelming fear of man that
lives in the pastor’s heart must be
addressed by his pastor. It is this fear
that directly leads to shame. In his
book, “When People are Big and God
is Small,” Edward Welch explains,

All experiences of the fear of man
have one common trait: people
are big. They have grown to idola-
trous proportions in our lives. They
control us. Since there is no room
in our hearts to worship both God
and people, whenever people are
big, God is not. Therefore, the first
task in escaping the snare of the
fear of man, is to know that God is
awesome and glorious, not other
people.®

While | would want to end his final
sentence by saying the first task is
restoring God to his proper place in
the heart, Welch’s point is well tak-
en. The wounded pastor needs help
to see how the words and actions
of the disordered individual have
taken control of his soul, which has
been bought by the blood of Christ.
The pastor’s soul belongs to Jesus,
that he may fear, love and trust in
him. While the pastor is absolutely a
victim of sin against him, the basic
premise of Welch’s book is that the

S Edward T. Welch, When People are Big
and God is Small: Overcoming Peer Pres-
sure Codependency and the Fear of Man.
(Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing,
1997) 95.

fear of God must replace the fear of
man. Like most sanctification, this is
a process that takes place over time.

The pastor providing care then has
at his disposal the greatest resource
of all: Jesus. It is a wondrous miracle
that old Johannes found peace. He
fretted and feared. He was certain
of his doom, and no reasoning could
save him. But a short conversation
on the Lamb of God who took his sins
away changed everything. It is much
like when the apostle Paul sounded
like he needed to be checked into
a mental facility as he openly la-
mented how the things he wanted to
do he did not and the things he did
not want to do he kept doing (Rom
7:14-25). In his despair he cried out,
“Who will rescue me from this body
of death?” Paul answered his own
question by simply saying, “Jesus
Christ.” And just like that he moved
on as though nothing had happened
all. At his disposal the caring pastor
has the power of God unto salvation,
the gospel. He has Jesus.

Absolution. The Lord’s Supper. The
good news that, though he be a great
sinner, Jesus is a greater Savior.
In Christ, the pastor is righteous in
God’s sight. He is clothed in Christ’s
robe of righteousness that covers all
his sin and shame. His every short-
coming and sin has been redeemed
by the blood of Christ. The pastor’s
pastor, his father confessor, brings
Jesus to bear again and again and
again . . . grace upon grace until Sa-
tan’s mirror becomes as irrelevant
in his heart as Christ’s cross has al-
ready made it. God becomes big and
man becomes small.

The caring pastor will need to take
the wounded pastor into the Psalms
and prayer. The psalms of lament
will prove to be helpful. Though it
is a corporate psalm, Psalm 44 ac-



curately expresses the heart of the
wounded pastor and ever turns him
to his redeemer:

All day long my disgrace is before
me,

and shame has covered my face

at the sound of the taunter and
reviler,

at the sight of the enemy and the
avenger.

All this has come upon us,
though we have not forgotten you,

and we have not been false to
your covenant.

Awake! Why are you sleeping, O
Lord?

Rouse yourself! Do not reject us
forever!

Why do you hide your face?

Why do you forget our affliction
and oppression?

For our soul is bowed down to the
dust;

our belly clings to the ground.
Rise up; come to our help!

Redeem us for the sake of your
steadfast love!” (Ps 44:15-17, 23-
26)

Psalm 27, with elements of lament
and thanksgiving, also orders the
pastor’'s prayer in a pleasing man-
ner to the Lord. As the Spirit works
through this word it will breathe new
life into the pastor’s heart.

The Lord is my light and my
salvation; whom shall | fear?
The Lord is the stronghold of my
life; of whom shall | be afraid?

When evildoers assail me to eat up
my flesh, my adversaries and foes,
it is they who stumble and fall.
Though an army encamp against
me, my heart shall not fear;
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though war arise against
me, Yet | will be confident.
One thing have | asked of the
Lord, that will | seek after:
that | may dwell in the house of
the Lord all the days of my life,
to gaze upon the beauty of the
Lord and to inquire in his temple.

For he will hide me in his
shelter in the day of trouble;
he will conceal me under
the cover of his tent; he will
lift me high wupon a rock.
And now my head shall be lifted up
above my enemies all around me,
and | will offer in his tent sac-
rifices  with  shouts of joy;
I will sing and make melody to the
Lord.

The Proper Care of Snakes

The title of Kruger’s book alludes to
a fable of the rattlesnake and the
boy. There was a boy at the top of a
mountain who came across a rattle-
snake. The snake said, “I am cold
and dying, please take me down the
mountain.” But the boy objected,
“You are a rattlesnake. You will bite
me, and | will die.” But the snake
said, “l will not bite. Please take me
down the mountain.” So the boy
carefully picked up the snake and
wrapped him in his coat to keep him
warm. He brought the snake to the
bottom of the mountain and lovingly
laid him on the ground. Upon doing
so, the snake bit the boy. The boy
objected saying, “Why did you do
that Mr. Snake? You promised not
to do that. Now | will die.” The snake
replied, “But you knew that | was a
snake when you picked me up.” So
the fable ends.

The interpretation could be that if
you see a snake, kill it. Or, it could
be that if you are handling a snake,
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you can’t
care for all
people the
same way.

know how to do so: you don't hold a
snake the same way you would hold
a puppy. For pastors, the lesson is,
don’t be surprised that you can’t
care for all people the same way. If
you do, invariably this leads to shock
and hurt when your loving care elic-
its a poisonous bite. The pastor must
understand that the snake is not sur-
prised. “Don’t you know what | am?”

Holding Up the Prophet’s Hands

So how does a pastor care for the
soul that attacks his own? Operat-
ing within his calling and within the
church, the pastor must meet with
his elders. This is absolutely neces-
sary. They need to be told the entire
truth. If they are not already fluent,
they then must be carefully trained
in the matter and steps of church
discipline. My wife once quipped that
church discipline is like the church
defibrillator: you don’t ever want to
use it but when the time comes, you
better know how.

In addition, the elders need to know
how to handle attacks against their
pastor. They need to be reminded
that no one should, “entertain an
accusation against an elder, except
on the testimony of two or three wit-
nesses” (1 Tim 5:19). For here is the
reality, as the pastor is the one be-
ing attacked, he needs his elders to
fulfill their vocation. For the sake of
the ministry of the word, they must
defend the minister of the word. It is
time to hold up the prophet’s hands.

Upon hearing that their pastor is be-
ing attacked, some elders are ready
to go to their shed and find the near-
est pitchfork and metal rake. In their
weekend honey-do-list vocation, they
have proved to be effective tools.
However, this is not what is meant by
“protection” and not what is needed

in Christ’'s church. Instead, Jesus
said, “repentance and forgiveness
of sins will be preached in my name”
(Luke 24:47). It must be the elected
elders of the church, ideally, along
with the circuit visitor, who address
the disordered soul and request re-
pentance. If the pastor is there, the
elders will likely be looked at as his
henchmen. What is more, if the af-
fected pastor is present, according
to his flesh and his compromised
emotions, he will be tempted to lash
out, break down, or give up and give
in. Any church discipline to the dis-
ordered soul needs to come as a
decision of the board of elders. The
pastor should not bear unilateral re-
sponsibility for the decision. Indeed,
he cannot.

In the experience of the pastors
mentioned in this paper, no matter
how kind or gentle the elders were,
no matter how forthright they were,
not one of the disordered souls re-
sponded in immediate repentance.
They did not respond to reason.
They did not respond to the word
with anything other than rebellion.
There are no magic words or meth-
ods to create the desired outcome.
In each case, the disordered souls
conducted themselves as they had
all along — like two-year-old chil-
dren, consistently and irrationally
testing the limits. In one case, the
disordered soul nodded off to sleep
while the elders were confronting
her, or at least she pretended to do
s0. In another instance, she stormed
out of the room saying that “she
was done with church forever and
it was all their fault,” though later
that same day, she volunteered to
lead a youth event as though noth-
ing had happened. In another case
mentioned above, a man pretended
the elders never spoke to him. Lat-
er, he rebelled against the simple



request to apologize to the pastor
and maintained that rebellion for a
month while leveling even more ac-
cusations against the pastor from
the recesses of his warped imagi-
nation. Repeatedly, they tested the
limits much like a toddler. This may
seem a victory for the disordered
soul and the hardened heart. Howev-
er, an important first step was made
to protect the pastor and care for
the disordered soul. What occurred
through the meetings was that a wall
was beginning to be built around Sa-
tan’s funhouse so that no one else
could enter. In addition, a hedge of
protection was being erected around
the pastor.

In each case, it took many weeks of
work. Some elders wanted to give
up after a couple fruitless and un-
reasonable meetings with the dis-
ordered soul. However, when the
elders stood unified and firm, the
disordered soul eventually came to
see that the pastor was off limits. It
required time, an inordinate amount
of emotional energy from the elders,
along with courage and faithfulness.
They were tested time and time
again. They needed to live the words
of Jesus from Matthew 10:16, “Be-
hold, | am sending you out as sheep
in the midst of wolves, so be wise as
serpents and innocent as doves.”
With their honesty they kept a good
conscience before God to be as in-
nocent as doves. At the same time
in their resolve and wisdom, react-
ing unemotionally to the disordered
soul’s outrageous actions, they were
shrewd as snakes. In doing so, they
helped the pastor be the same.
Eventually in each case, the disor-
dered soul ceased its sinful behavior
toward the pastor. Without the ac-
tion of the elders, the care for the
soul of the pastor as spoken above,
will mean close to nothing. It would
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be the equivalent of leaving a per-
son to be abused while telling them
God loves them.

Two disordered souls actually re-
pented of their sin to the measure
that they were capable — which
would not be considered “normal”
in the general population. In another
case, where the pastor was the ob-
ject of a disordered soul, she was
not able to change her behavior suf-
ficiently. She needed to find a new
LCMS congregation, and she did so.
It is important to understand that
the alternate reality a disordered
soul has developed of a pastor may
never change. In other words, the
pastor, no matter the evidence pre-
sented to the contrary, will always
be a villain in the disordered soul’s
mind. The disordered soul is unlikely
to seek psychological evaluation or
care. In fact, many continue to be-
lieve that their behavior and feelings
are entirely appropriate and do not
require care. For those who do seek
care, the prognosis is often poor
as they often leave therapy prema-
turely. However, while the aforemen-
tioned soul needed to leave, she has
served at her new church without a
major incident over several years,
while continuing to receive God’s
word and sacrament.

In a different case, the disordered
soul has remained a member of the
church and receives word and sac-
rament ministry each week. She
greets the pastor warmly but does
not participate in church leadership
activities. The pastor considers this
situation “workable,” and is happy
that he is fulfilling his call while she
is receiving God’s gifts. While none
of the pastors are meeting with the
disordered soul, make no mistake,
this is pastoral care. The foundation
is laid for the person to remain in the
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our calling is
not to cure a
personality
disorder.

parish and receive God’s gifts. The
pastor is protected to fulfill his call-
ing to the flock. With the help and
support of the elders, he is handling
these “snakes” (according the illus-
tration above) with proper care.

While the process begins as church
discipline, the end result is differ-
ent. Repentance, reconciliation and
an open heaven come to mind for a
traditional church discipline process.
However, sometimes discipline in a
church can simply mean disciplined
behavior. Recall, a disordered soul
may never give up his distorted real-
ity concerning the pastor. However,
he can change his behavior and be
held accountable. He must know
from the elders that his behavior is
unacceptable and there are conse-
quences to continuing. Once this
happens, the pastor can, in a limited
way, care for soul of the disordered
individual according to his calling.

As it was with the care for his own
soul, the first thing the pastor must
be reminded of is his call. My pas-
tor counseled me upon entering
the ministry that pastors are merely
“God’s errand boys.” We bring God’s
gifts to God’s people. The pastor
needs to be reminded that, though
we care, our calling is not to cure a
personality disorder. We can’t; no,
our job is to preach Christ crucified.
Our job is to apply God’s law to sin-
ners, proclaim his gospel to sinners,
offer the body and blood of Christ for
the forgiveness of sins. In the stead
and by the command our Lord Jesus
Christ, we absolve sins. Once we
step outside of this arena — God’s
design for Christ’s church — it is a
short walk to the funhouse. This
happens when we engage the disor-
dered soul on the basis of the dis-
order, not their standing before God.
We head toward the funhouse when

the disordered reality becomes our
reality rather than the truth: God has
made us as shepherds of every soul
in our parish, but the way we care for
each one is not the same.

This is a crucial truth for the affected
pastor to understand. One pastor
said that he felt terribly guilty for the
discipline applied to the disordered
soul. Comfort came to him when
he understood that he was still car-
ing for disordered soul, but now in a
way that was helpful to both of them.
The point is that if a pastor is able
to recognize that the attacking indi-
vidual has some of the features of
personality disorder, he may need
to change his definition of how the
disordered soul can be cared for
and what a God-pleasing resolution
looks like. The pastor offers God’s
word, godly counsel and the sacra-
ments. He cannot expect that even
his best personal efforts will result
in remedying the disordered soul’s
problem. He is not cruel to, or failing,
the disordered soul. The pastor must
be reminded of this because it is
surely helpful to no one if the pastor
begins to adopt irrational and dark
beliefs about himself or his ability to
effect change in the disordered soul.

Finally, | strongly recommend thatim-
pacted pastors see a licensed thera-
pist. When | was in the funhouse, it
led to a period of anxiety, depression
and a couple of panic attacks. | re-
call in the midst of such an attack
debating with myself whether or not
| should wake up my wife to tell her |
was dying. When | spoke to her, she
told me that on a different evening
| was repeatedly mumbling the word
“fixated” in my sleep, knowing that |
was the “fixated” object of another
person’s disorder. Also, when | was
in the house with my family, | wasn’t
really home. Many times, my wife or



my children had to say my name or
“dad” a couple times before | knew
someone was speaking to me. When
| suffered, my family suffered with
me, which only made me feel worse.
| experienced a year of light-headed-
ness and other physical symptoms
of anxiety. Eventually, a trip to the
therapist seemed in order. | figured
that it couldn’t hurt and | knew | des-
perately wanted to get better.

These sessions revealed much about
myself, and | learned a lot about
people suffering from disorders as
well. To have a compassionate ear
of a person who actually understood
what | was talking about was vital to
returning to health. It took a good
while for me to believe that | wasn’t
the problem, and that someone
could actually attack another person
like | was being attacked. My thera-
pist had experienced other people in
my shoes and had seen them come
out the other side. This was com-
forting beyond the words that | can
express. | recall being terrified that |
would feel terrible forever. At the end
of my sessions, saying “thank you” to
him simply did not seem adequate.

Final Words

Sadly, if you have ever entered the
funhouse and exited, the images
seen within do not quickly fade. It
is essential for a pastor to continue
his devotional life and find an un-
derstanding, faithful pastor nearby.
God’s word and a faithful servant of
the word will ensure that the door to
the funhouse is locked.

For pastors who have never entered,
familiarizing themselves with vari-
ous personality disorders is a good
idea. There is a tremendous list of
disorders and suggestions on how to
care for people in “The Proper Care
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of Snakes,” which has been cited
a few times in this paper. This will
help the pastor to know with which
kind of “snake” he is dealing. It is
not within the pastor’'s purview to
formally diagnose a personality dis-
order; however, familiarity with be-
havioral characteristics and patterns
can be immensely helpful when try-
ing to make sense of situations like
the ones described.

In addition, a brief training for a
board of elders that such disorders
exist and an overview of their char-
acteristics is valuable in this day
and age. If a pastor should ever find
himself with someone leading him
toward the funhouse, he must docu-
ment every interaction. Outside of
the provision of confidential spiri-
tual care, he should never speak to
an angry, abusive, disordered soul
alone. He may invite the disordered
soul to bring an advocate to the
conversation as well. Also, the pas-
tor should seek consultation when
stymied and ask for assistance to
educate his lay leadership about
the special circumstances and dif-
ficulties that are emerging. Turning
to wise brother pastors and to sea-
soned mental health professionals
who may be available will also be
helpful. At a minimum, the pastor
should not be alone with his frustra-
tion, disappointment, and feelings of
guilt, failure or anger.

A question for a pastor wiser than
myself might be, “Is it faithful to ex-
communicate a person with a per-
sonality disorder?” Their lack of re-
pentance may warrant it. According
to the letter of the law it could be
the right thing to do. On the other
hand, we are dealing with a disorder
in which the person may not have a
full complement of resources; a situ-
ation of which God is fully aware.

he must
document
every
interaction.
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In writing this paper it is my hope
that my fellow Seelsorgers recognize
when they are working with or are
in conflict with someone who may
have a personality disorder. In doing
so, | pray that they take the proper
care so that they are not bit with
the poison of guilt or led into an evil
funhouse where they will be clothed
with shame. However, if you have en-
tered Satan’s funhouse, know that
there is a way out. You are not alone.
It will take time, a pastor, faithful
elders and an abundant helping of
God’s word of grace and truth. May
the fear of our Savior Jesus fill your
heart and mind as you fulfill Christ’s
call to his Church, caring for every
soul given to you. §&

The Rev. Paul W. Dare is Senior Pastor
of Zion Lutheran Church

in Alexandria, MN
pastordare@hclutheranchurch.org
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Just down the road from my house are a number of old semi-trailers stacked together. The
owner has made them into a haunted house where he makes a killing on admission prices
every Halloween. | haven’t given him a dime and | don’t plan on it.

Imagine living in a haunted house as such. Every day a Halloween but never Refor-
mation Day. You are the object, the desire of workers of fright inside. They want to
scare you and scar you with the ferocity of their frightful acts. You are the object of
their desire to harm.

Rev. Paul Dare writes a revealing essay on the struggle to give pastoral care to those
who seek to do the pastor harm. The lines between mental disorders and demonic
oppression are sometimes blurred, making the struggle even greater. Rev. Dare gives
salutary advice on surviving in the ministry while suffering the burden of spiritual at-
tack: First, familiarize yourself with various personality disorders. Second, foster a
good working relationship with your Board of Elders and educate them on the topic
of spiritual attack. Third, receive counsel from a brother pastor and/or professional
Christian counselor so you may be upheld by the word of God and prayer.

The situations that faithful pastors face span a vast array of chaos. May we all be re-
minded of the words of St. Peter, “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when
it comes upon you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.
But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be
glad when his glory is revealed.” (1 Pet 4:12-13)

£

O Jesus Christ, perfect shepherd of our souls, mercifully grant your grace to help
pastors in the frailty of their need as they stand in your stead. Give wisdom, pa-
tience, and steadfastness of care to all your under-shepherds, that all people might
receive the consolation of your perfect love; for you live and reign with the Father
and the Holy Spirit, one God now and forever. Amen.

Luster Vatt Warm
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