
 
 
When Church People Swarm 
By Margaret Marcuson 
 
As a young seminarian, I was surprised to find myself caught in the crossfire of a major church conflict.  I was 
the focus of it.  Some in that congregation didn’t believe women should be allowed to preach.  I remember 
sitting on the couch of one of the church leaders while he stood with his New Testament open, telling me why 
I was wrong; in all honesty, however, I have to admit I had gone to his house to tell him why he was wrong.  In 
ministry, we can be blindsided by a conflict coming out of the woodwork.  The intensity escalates surprisingly 
quickly, and people we thought we knew behave in ways we never expected. 

 
Exodus 10 describes the plague of locusts in Egypt.  Locusts are a scourge to this day, and scientists are just 
learning what causes them to swarm.  These usually quiet, solitary, inconspicuous insects crowd together after 
a population increase.  Rubbing their legs together causes the insects to transform – they change color and 
behavior, flying by day rather than night, swarming together, and devastating crops.  Likewise, church people 
(including clergy), under certain circumstances, begin to crowd together emotionally and act in ways that can 
be destructive to congregational life.  When anxiety is high, people often function reactively rather than 
thoughtfully.  While scientists don’t yet know how to short-circuit the locusts’ swarming, there are things that 
leaders can do when church people begin to “swarm.” 

 
Heightened anxiety in the congregation or denomination is a major factor in church conflict.  The conflict I 
was caught up in as a seminarian happened right after two beloved pastors left.  Another church I pastored had 
a story of a past conflict about carpet color.  The story never made sense to me, because they didn’t fight about 
small things like that.  But I later learned this fight happened right after a beloved pastor left.  Other changes in 
congregational life can cause heightened anxiety – key staff changes (including the church secretary), a 
pastor’s sabbatical, or building changes.  We are also affected by what is going on in the larger society.  For 
example, I know of one congregation that decided to lay off a key staff member just two days after September 
11, 2001. 

 
United Methodist District Superintendent Joey Olson observes, “When anxiety is high, at the outset, a 
congregation’s coping skills go down.”  She has noticed what Edwin Friedman called the “herding mentality,” 
people anxiously gathering together with others of like mind, and the tendency not to want to take 
responsibility.  The Rev. Kate Harvey, executive director of the American Baptist Ministers council, suggests 
that blogging and other online tools make it easier for anxious people to swarm, and cause more damage. 
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What’s a leader to do?  In helping congregational leaders with their challenges, I’ve observed some ways leaders 
can respond when conflicts pop up (even intense ones).  Here are some tips for managing when it seems as if the 
locusts are swarming: 
 
Keep your head.  Manage your emotions, to the degree that you are able.  Self-regulation is a key part of 
leadership.  When you sense yourself getting hooked, take a deep breath, step back physically, or find some way 
to continue the conversation later.  No one will get this right all the time, especially when things are intense.  
Find someone to help you process what is going on, especially someone who can ask good questions and not just 
take your side.  Joey Olson has invested a lot of energy working with her own family issues, recognizing that the 
family patterns we grew up with will affect how we function when anxiety is high, whether we want to “cut and 
run” or “put up our dukes,” or something in between. 
 
Define yourself.  Focus on your own thoughts about the issue at hand, and say what you think, clearly and 
calmly.  This is not the same thing as trying to convince others you are right – which rarely works when anxiety 
is high.  One of my mentors, the Rev. Larry Matthews, says, “That’s just how I see it.”  Say “I” more often than 
“you” or “we.”  A self-defined leader can help others calm down.  Just as anxiety is contagious, so is calm.  The 
moderator in the conflict I experienced as a seminarian was a mild-mannered man; yet he was calm and clear 
about his position, which helped me and everyone in the church. 
 
Remember the big picture.  Ask yourself questions such as, why now?  What is going on in the congregation or 
community or society that might have people’s anxiety up?  Has this congregation faced challenges in this area 
before?  As you step back, you will find yourself more neutral and better able to function.  Do your best not to 
take things personally, even when they are framed personally.  Avoid labeling people as “antagonists”; remember 
they are symptomatic of something bigger, which may have been repeating for generations.  Perhaps thinking of 
them as “the loyal opposition” may help you stay a little looser and less defensive. 
 
Conflict sometimes can’t be avoided, particularly in times of change or transition.  But it can be either 
transformative or destructive – depending on whether anxious impulses or healthy ones prevail.  A better 
outcome for the whole congregation is more likely if we keep our head, define ourselves, and remember the big 
picture. 
 
Margaret Marcuson is an ordained American Baptist minister. She was pastor of First Baptist Church of Gardner, 
Massachusetts, for thirteen years and now speaks and writes on leadership and works as a consultant and coach. 
Her website is www.margaretmarcuson.com. 
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Equilibrium is neither the goal nor the fate of living systems.    Margaret J. Wheatley 

The Right Question 
Leaders do not need answers.  Leaders must have the right questions. 

 
A pastor went to a church that had justifiable pride in its many achievements over the years.  Yet the pastor 
began to notice aspects of church life that were not doing well and might lead to serious decline in the years 
ahead.  Knowing that telling people something has little impact compared to helping people discover the truth 
for themselves, this pastor had a series of meetings with groups of church leaders.  After affirming the church, 
he asked this question: 
 

 Even with all we have going for us as a congregation, where are we vulnerable? 
 

Deal with People 
By Lovett H. Weems, Jr. 
 
Have you noticed how frequently one person can cause a problem in an organization?  The response often is 
to develop a policy for everyone in order to solve the dilemma with one person.  Most of us wish to avoid 
conflict, so people often are reluctant to deal directly with the problem person.  As a result, a policy is 
designed instead of dealing with the real problem.  Almost never do these policies serve the organization well. 
 
Here are some examples from church life:  A denominational body set tenure limits on all staff as a method of 
dismissing one ineffective staff person.  A school tied faculty paychecks to receipt of student grades because 
one teacher never turned grades in on time.  A small membership church established a mandatory rotation 
system for officers to change some entrenched leaders.  A large membership church developed a cumbersome 
written reporting system for all staff because a few staff did not do their work. 
 
Surely there is some redeeming merit in each of these policies.  Yet such policies are often not appropriate.  
Policies should serve the best interests of the total organization, quite apart from a few individuals.  Total 
group policies should not serve as an excuse to avoid facing squarely the real problem.  It is simply not fair to 
impose unnecessary policies on everyone because of the actions of one or a few people. 
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