Reflections on Risk and Stewardship 07-1

I have asked for some space in this corner of our page to pass on some CPIP happenings, risk management comments and other thoughts that have come up in dealing with members’ risk and protection.  I hope they are of value as we all strive to protect what God has been so beneficial in providing.  I will try to update it every month and would welcome any comments you have about anything that is written here. The best way to reach me is to e mail me at bob@cpip.org.  Guest authors are more than welcome, with or without pseudonyms or fictional ministries.   

Bob Reis 

Risk Management and Ministry: What Happens When They Conflict? 

A couple of months ago an urgent bulletin crossed my desk.  It reported on a church that had been sued for disclosing during worship that a member of the community was diagnosed with cancer.  Allegations included breach of confidentiality and slander.  Investigation indicated that the plaintiff was mentioned by name in morning prayers in response to a prayer request without her permission.  The bulletin failed to state whether or not she had cancer and how she was doing.     

The bulletin’s author encouraged all of us that work in risk management in the religious sector to immediately warn all pastors not to divulge the full names of those for whom congregations were asked to pray.  I guess the idea was to request prayer for Susan B, Joe from a nearby town or Mrs. Smith’s neighbor’s dog washer (with permission of Mrs. Smith and all of her neighbors of course and assuming the congregation did not know who washes the neighbor’s dog).  I started to write such a risk management advisory.  The next morning I came to the office and deleted the document.  Here’s why. 
Moses learned early on in his faith that God knew his name and kept it close (Exodus 33) and the Prophet Isaiah tells us that God knows all of us individually, even those that do not know him (Isaiah 45).  I guess from this you could argue that if God knows those in need we need not incur risk and mention them by name as we worship.  But, that seems to take a spiritual devotion and make it a statement of convenience.  It compromises one of our coveted standards; and takes one of our continued examples of how to behave and worship and dismisses it in order to adhere to the realities of the twentieth century civil justice system in the US.  

In thirty plus years of dealing with people making claims against others I have learned and relearned two realities.   Number one: anyone can make a claim against anyone else.  It takes only paper, a court filing fee and a little imagination, though a lawyer usually helps.  Secondly, those who make these types of claims (where the injury can be best classified as “fractured ego”) usually have a great many other things going on in their lives and generally have some hole that they think they can fill.  This is not rare.  All of us have holes and we don’t always fill them in the best way for ourselves or others.  
Someday, I would like to conduct a survey at some large event like the Super Bowl, where thousands have gathered.  I would like to ask all that objected to having others seek assistance for them in alleviating any of life’s concerns from the most powerful source the seekers’ knew to stand up.  I am betting even the food vendors would find a seat quickly.  So, what is there to lose among those that do not believe.  Take it your way.  If there is no God, we are mumbling into the wind.  If we are mumbling about you, at least you know someone cares and you are not alone.                

Here I will be reminded that the issue is loss of confidentiality, not objection to prayer.  Perhaps that is so; but for whom?  If God already knows you, by praying for you; we are just asking to join the team.  We want to express concern and care for you.  In the example we are told to live to, we want to pray for you Sunday and do something with you and for you Monday through Saturday.  Some additional persons may become aware of your condition and not all will treat that information respectfully, it is true.  But, the most deceitful and vicious cannot undue what the overwhelming majority can do with prayerful support.  If God does not know you and you do not want him to; ok, it’s mumbling.    
If we adhere to caution here and pray in generalities, we give up that most dear to us; our personal relationship with God and seeking his personal relationship with and intervention for others.  So, this is one area where risk management takes a second seat to ministry.  We are aware of the risks of mentioning individual prayer needs and perhaps for many reasons we should ask those on the list if they mind if we identify them, if we reasonably can.  In the end though, we are a community of believers.  It is the expression of love for the individuals that makes the community.  

Some will want to sue us.  That will never change and it’s ok.  Our coach has been dealing with Pharaoh and Caesar for a long time and his record is pretty good.  Let’s follow his plan.    
