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Effective confrontation and relationship management with difficult people requires more than good intentions. It 
is imperative to have effective strategies and techniques in your tool box to bring about the most positive out-
comes. When leaders confront, extra skill and sensitivity are required because of the power differential.

The tools I present here are not intended to be a step-by-step formula. But rather, they are a smorgasbord of 
paradigms, postures, and strategies that can be helpful in the navigation of challenging relationships.

Let’s look at each one of these strategies to address the difficult situations and/or people we encounter that may 
require confrontation. They are like an assortment of paradigms, postures, and process strategies that have been 
collected over the years of coaching and counseling high-capacity and brilliant leaders. You may find some of 
them unpalatable, maybe even controversial. However, if you consider them with your heart and mind open to 
new possibilities, you may find one or more to be life changing. 

The Four Paradigms

Effective treatment of any problem must begin with a clear diagnosis. If you took your automobile to a repair 
shop because it stalled at traffic lights, you would report the symptoms that would help the auto technicians 
clearly assess the exact nature of the problem. But imagine that later in the day you go to pick up your auto-
mobile, pay the cashier, and drive away just to experience your car stalling again at the first two or three traffic 
lights. You call back to the repair shop, and they tell you that they rotated the tires, aligned the front end, and 
changed the oil, but didn’t do anything to address the real problem. It might be the last time you use their ser-
vice.

However, this dynamic happens frequently in the people-helping vocations. Instead of adequately collecting 
the information necessary to make an accurate diagnosis, assumptions are made concerning the exact nature of 
the problem. The situation becomes complicated when we confuse our past issues with the current situation. It 
is easy to fill in the blanks with inadequate information that results in wrong conclusions.

A paradigm is a new model, pattern, or example of how to approach our life circumstances. The Four Para-
digms can serve as a guide to help you get a clear diagnosis of a difficult situation, confront the issues, and 
assist in solving the challenges. The Four Paradigms are ways of viewing life that can help you form more 
accurate conclusions. So let’s dig into the paradigms.

Anthropologist Paradigm: Being a Student of Others

This first paradigm, an anthropologist, helps us know how to approach situations that can be awkward or con-
fusing. Because we do counseling or coaching in cross-cultural settings, we must adopt an approach that is 
suitable in attaining the clearest understanding of another person.

Anthropology is the scientific study of the origin, the behavior, and the physical, social, and cultural develop-
ment of humans. The anthropologist does this study without passing judgment on the people being studied. The 
goal is to understand the history and drivers of behavior in the culture being studied.

As an example, let’s consider an anthropologist who was a member of the first archeological team uncovering 
Aztec ruins. The team uncovered evidence that this culture conducted human sacrifices that included innocent 
children and babies. It would be easy for the anthropologist to conclude that these people were a primitive and 
unrefined people. As the dig continued, it became more and more evident that these people were actually quite 
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advanced for their time in history. Additional evidence revealed strong family bonds indicating that children 
were loved and nurtured in the culture, leaving the anthropologist to wonder what caused these people to prac-
tice human sacrifice.

As additional evidence surrounding Aztec beliefs emerges, the evidence suggests that the people considered 
it an honor to be sacrificed to the gods. Their beliefs seemed to suggest that such sacrifices were done for the 
greater good of the family offering their child to the gods. The anthropologist begins to wonder, “What kind of 
love and rationale would drive parents to offer their child, especially with the knowledge that the family would 
suffer deep grief for years to come?”

When we approach challenging or struggling people and situations as an anthropologist by asking investigative 
questions, without prejudging motives and behaviors, we can uncover a deeper, fuller picture of the life experi-
ence of the person. Depending on the nature of the investigative questions asked, we may subconsciously lead 
the person to share glimpses of themselves that paint a picture of them that we had already formed in our own 
minds, akin to creating a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Dr. John Gottman, a leading marriage researcher, asserts that the negative energy or damage that arises out 
of conflict scenarios can be totally averted with two to three well-framed investigative questions, when early 
intervention occurs. But of great importance to this process is the motive of wanting to understand truly the 
behavioral drivers by asking objective questions, not those designed to trap the person into giving responses 
that support a preconceived interpretation of the conflict situation. When truth begins to emerge through hon-
est investigation and understanding, the parties at conflict will soften their defensive postures and begin to feel 
understood, setting the stage for an improved relationship. To understand and to be understood is the goal of all 
effective communication and the foundation for healthy relationships.

Enlightenment Paradigm: Bringing to Light Valuable Information Numerous assessments pertaining to 
conflict management reveal that over 60 percent of our population tends to be conflict avoiders. The Livstyle as-
sessment (Livstyle.com) has indicated consistently over the past decade that 63 percent of the adult population 
(ages eighteen and over) indicated that avoidance was their primary or secondary way of dealing with conflict. 
The thought of confronting someone who is offending us is often well developed in our heads, but in reality can 
manifest in postures of avoidance and being passive-resistive. The word confrontation elicits negative feel-
ings. However, if we think of it as bringing to light valuable information, a confrontation can become a gift. 
For example, one could sincerely say something much like this: “I am not a true friend if I do not bring to light 
some important information!” The words have a “work with me” posture. They move an interaction away from 
a posture of being against to a posture that communicates,

“We’re in this together.”

Civility Paradigm: Choosing Regard

We all encounter people who are so difficult it seems impossible to respect them. The Bible commands us to 
love one another. It is interesting that the Bible does not command or even suggest that we like one another. 
Very few passages even refer to us respecting one another.

If you cannot find it within yourself to respect the person who is difficult for you, you have an alternative. This 
alternative is nearly as effective as respect and does not expend as much emotional, spiritual, and relational 
energy. When we cannot respect a person, we can demonstrate regard for that person. Here is the difference:

	• Respect is earned.
	• Regard can be a gift.



Why should we demonstrate regard for the value of another person? Because Christ died for even the most 
difficult individual, we can demonstrate regard for all people. If we devalue them, we are saying to God, “You 
made a foolish investment!”

In this paradigm, your job is to help the person being conflicted move to a posture of being consistently civil, 
regarding or loving the other party without allowing him or her to highjack their emotions when together. You 
are not trying to convince the person you’re helping to like or respect the conflict person. You’re simply trying 
to help them be civil toward and love the conflict person, while at the same time creating a force field around 
the heart where the person you’re helping stays in full control of his or her emotions when in the presence of 
their conflict person.

If Christ died for the conflict person, love requires you to relate to that person with civility and positive regard, 
even though they possess personality characteristics that you find unpleasant or objectionable. It is no sin to 
avoid being in the presence of such people when that is possible. When not possible, you must learn to view 
those people with positive regard and relate to them in a civil manner.

In my counseling career, some of the most difficult interactions I’ve experienced involve people who have 
molested children. Part of my counseling involves helping these people prepare a survival plan for likely incar-
ceration. To fulfill my duty, I had to regard such people through the lens of love. I had to help them in a civil 
manner remembering that Christ died for them as well as for me.

Grace with Truth Paradigm: Idolizing Speaking into Others’ Lives

Having to speak into the life of others may be idolatrous. We have all met people who simply must share their 
opinion in every situation. If we are honest with ourselves, most leaders have been in this dilemma.

Every leader or person in a people-helping role has a fundamental desire to have a positive impact in the lives 
of those they lead and serve. One of the greatest challenges we face is the desire to speak into the lives of other 
people. In our true desire to help others, we must avoid developing an unhealthy need or compulsion to add 
value in each encounter we have with people seeking our help.

Consider the following admonitions from Scripture:

When words are many, transgression is not lacking, but whoever restrains his lips is 
prudent. (Prov. 10:19 ESV) 

Too much talk leads to sin. Be sensible and keep your mouth shut. (Prov. 10:19 NLT)

This paradigm is helpful when dealing with people, even those in leadership or people-helping professions, who 
just feel compelled to speak their wisdom into your life. These people have an unhealthy or compulsive need or 
belief that they, from their wisdom reservoir, can add value in every people-helping situation or exchange.

It’s natural to want to push back against such people, ignore them, patronize them, pretend to agree with them, 
or walk away from them. But pursuing one of these options may leave you feeling dishonest and an accomplice 
to their unhealthy behaviors.

We must pause and avoid leaping to conclusions when we encounter difficult people like this. Their motives 
may be to control and manipu-late others or it could be a sign that the person lacks the skill to express hurt, 
anxiety, or insecurity in a more positive and constructive way.



Catherine, a nonprofit leader, complained to me during an advice-seeking session that her priest had lied to her 
when she con-fronted him on an issue. Catherine went on to offer justification for the rightness of her perspec-
tive and for feeling offended by her priest’s dishonesty: “How audacious that he would outright lie to me!” She 
then articulated her plan to “deal with” her priest since he needed to be exposed for his lack of honesty.

Seeking support for her plan, Catherine asked me for my perspective on the situation. I replied that, “Lots of 
good people lie to you; they are just less obvious about it. So what makes this situation so different that you 
feel compelled to take action?” My response displeased her greatly and was a moment of reckoning with the 
truth about her own life and behavior.

Catherine had an unhealthy and compulsive need to speak into the lives of other people. Thinking herself help-
ful, her behavior forced others to deflect her feedback and helpful insights. Not wanting to hurt her feelings or 
aggressively confront her offensive behavior, most people avoided confronting Catherine with the truth about 
herself as an opinionated “truth teller.”

As a leader or people helper, you need an effective model to help such people. These people are often good 
people who care about others. They may be high-capacity people in their knowledge, gifts, and skills. However, 
these people suffer from an inordinately high opinion of themselves. Combine this with a compulsive need to 
speak truth into the lives of other people, and you will have a conflict catalyst in your midst. 

Here’s a response strategy that may be helpful when a truth teller forcefully shares his opinion, expecting com-
pliance with his perspective of truth: “I appreciate you sharing your perspective, and I will weigh it with the 
information received from others with perspective on this issue.” If the truth teller persists, set the boundaries by 
repeating, “I am certainly going to consider and weigh your perspective with that of others. Again, I am grateful 
for your willingness to contribute to the discussion.” Considering the perspective of others is not agreeing or 
disagreeing; it’s a truthful way to deal with a person who feels that he is genuinely trying to add value or speak 
into the situation.

Following are some indicators that you may be dealing with a truth teller who has the potential to catalyze con-
flict or tension in the discussion:

	• Though the person may be kind or friendly in sharing, she conveys the message that her 
perspective is superior to that being offered by others.

	• He presents his perspective as if it’s the one with the deepest spiritual insight or wisdom.
	• She disrupts the discussion by stifling others if they present a different perspective.
	• You hear the words, “Yes, but . . .” or “No, that’s not right because . . .”
	• He always wants the last word.
	• You hear language like, “I think there’s a better idea.”
	• You leave the discussion feeling controlled, manipulated, and like your views didn’t matter 

all that much.

At this point, it’s good to take a moment and reflect on whether you exhibit any of these characteristics of a 
truth teller. If you are in a position of authority or leadership, your responsibility is to bring out the best thinking 
from all the minds involved in the discussion and allow the best ideas to surface, even though such ideas may 
be different than your thoughts on the topic. You must also manage and neutralize the stifling influence of truth 
tellers in the room. It’s always good to remember and even share the aphorism: All of us together are smarter 
than any one of us alone.

I had one ministry leader who cut short a generous sabbatical to return to the pulpit because he missed the 



intoxicating high of speaking into the lives of others. For this individual, his self-worth was wrapped up in feel-
ing indispensably valuable as he was instructing others on the path they should walk.

Ask yourself: Have I learned to speak with both grace and truth? Truth without grace is cruel. Grace without 
truth can be misleading. If we cannot speak with both grace and truth, then we may want to consider a prayerful 
silence until we are able to do so as a leader.

The Four Healthy Leadership Postures

These four postures come from lessons learned over the years of counseling and coaching very gifted leaders 
and people helpers. They are not firm rules of engagement, but rather suggestions to assist you in dealing with 
the many conflicted situations you encounter. These postures are helpful tools to have in your toolbox, further 
equipping you to deal effectively with complicated situations of life.

Be Teachable, Not Just Learn-able

Learn-able is a capacity. Getting straight As in school is an indication of being learn-able. But teachable is 
an attitude. Many very brilliant people are actually foolish. Some of the intelligent and talented people in our 
culture can be involved in foolishness. In the same way, you can find simple people who are very teachable and 
therefore, wise.

Being teachable is the path to wisdom. We must never lose sight of the fact that God wants us to grow in 
wisdom. Wisdom is the correct application of knowledge with the goal that we exhibit God’s love in all our 
interactions. Loving others means that we relate to them in accord with all the teachings and principles God has 
shared with us in the Holy Scriptures. Wisdom and the consistent expression of love are deeply connected. The 
following proverbs illustrate the consequence of foolishness.

The prudent keep their knowledge to themselves, but a fool’s heart blurts out folly. (Prov. 12:23)
Fools find no pleasure in understanding but delight in airing their own opinions. (Prov. 18:2)
Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you yourself will be just like him. (Prov. 26:4)

One of the most profound lessons I’ve learned in my journey came in a graduate course taught by Dr. V. This 
beloved professor consistently exemplified an enthusiastic, teachable posture. He truly was a student of life. 
When he gained a new insight from one of his students, during his class discussion he would turn and say, “I 
learned this from Mary. Mary, would you share what you taught me with the rest of the class. You will commu-
nicate this much better than I would.” This posture created such a positive learning atmosphere. Both leaders 
and students would discover and learn together bringing out the best that each had to offer for the benefit of the 
rest of the class. Dr. V exhibited a teachable posture worth emulating.

Armed with enough humility, leaders can learn from anyone!

Respectfully Consider, Not Rudely Counter

Have you ever been asked your opinion on a matter only to have the other person abruptly disagree with you? 
The first thought that flashes through your mind is this, “If you didn’t want my opinion, then why did you ask?”

Many leaders are tempted to adopt a posture of quickly countering the opinions of other people when they 
differ from views held by the leader. For some leaders, they may feel threatened with the belief that “if this idea 
catches fire, I’ll lose control over the organization that I’m leading.” In other situations, the leader’s arrogance 
may show through when he simply dismisses a differing opinion as stupid or foolish. Regardless of the motive, 



a leader who consistently displays a countering demeanor to the views of others is creating an unhealthy team 
culture. She is squandering the team’s greatest resource—the collective wisdom and execution energy of the 
group.

To become an effective leader, the leader must maintain a posture of respective consideration for every idea and 
viewpoint offered in a discussion, regardless of how extreme or distracting the viewpoint may seem. Extreme 
ideas or ideas on the edge of reality are often the very catalysts needed to have a breakthrough moment in un-
derstanding.

To respectfully consider the ideas and perspectives of others does not signal or mean that you agree with them, 
but it does convey the important message that other viewpoints are welcomed, desired, and will not be judged 
or condemned in front of the group. Adopting a consistent posture of respectful consideration provides these 
three benefits:

	• It affords time for more thoughtful consideration before making a response.
	• It restrains you from displaying a negative or judgmental reaction before others.
	• It conveys that you value every team member by openly welcoming everyone’s ideas.

Here are response suggestions that you can practice, if your normal tendency is to counter, rather than consider 
viewpoints that differ from yours:

	• “Wow! That’s an idea I never I would never have considered. Because I respect you like I do, I’d like 
to take some time to think through your idea before I/we make our decision.”

	•  “What you just said deserves more thought and reflection.”
	•  “I would appreciate some time to think about your perspective. I’ll reconnect with you by [date] and 

share my thoughts after giving your idea respectful consideration.”

When we communicate that we consistently value other people, it’s very difficult for a person to become or 
remain offended that their perspective wasn’t immediately embraced. Oftentimes, the person may have been 
“shooting from the hip,” and giving more time will allow him to think through and potentially revise his own 
thoughts about the situation. It also truly gives us more time to consider revising our own perspectives and come 
to a better solution overall.

Be Propositional, Not Positional

When you become emotionally flooded concerning a situation in your life, it is easy to become positional in 
your emotional posture. You become fixed and inflexible in your stance, unwilling or unable to hear alternative 
perspectives. It is felt by others as an ultimatum or demand. A healthy alternative posture is to choose being 
propositional. Here you offer your thoughts as something for consideration or acceptance, which is felt by oth-
ers more as an appeal to consider.

When anxiety or tension emerges during a discussion, put the issue being discussed in its proper category. 
Questions like “Will this issue be important a month from now, or a year from now?” are helpful to size up the 
importance of the issue. To allow emotions to flare over noncritical issues is simply unwise, and something that 
can easily be managed by the leader.

PastorServe (a clergy coaching ministry) has a helpful exercise that helps establish the importance of an issue 
and put it in its proper perspective. It is called the Five D exercise. The questions in this tool are:

1. Would we be willing to die for this issue?



2. Would we staunchly defend this issue, no matter what?
3. Is this an issue that is worthy of serious debate?
4. Is this an issue worth our valuable discussion time?
5. Should we simply dismiss this issue as a distraction?

So when should we be positional? Be positional when the issues are essential to God. Here are some simple 
guidelines to follow:

1. For the essentials in your faith, be willing to die and defend, maybe debate.
2. In the secondary issues, be willing to discuss, maybe debate.
3. But when the issues are tertiary, be willing to discuss and dismiss.

Be Discrete: Using the NBA concept

From time to time every leader will encounter messes that will need to be managed and cleaned up for the 
health of a group of people or organization. A key principle found in Matthew 18 suggests that when controlling 
damage and restoring a messy situation characterized by sinful or damaging behavior, the circle of involved 
people should remain as small as needed to resolve the situation.

After car wrecks, people tend to want to slow down, stop, and gawk at the wreck along the roadway. People 
seem to get some sort of curiosity high by investigating a fresh crash scene. People compromise their atten-
tion to driving and intently focus on all the observable details surrounding the crash site—the police lights and 
sirens, the fire trucks, the ambulances, the damaged vehicles, and injured passengers all become the focus as we 
pass by a crash scene. It’s in our nature to want to understand what just happened and how that will impact the 
lives of those involved.

While the source of a technique known as NBA is not clear, this mess-management model is a simple and help-
ful way to remind our-selves how to restore people ensnared in a sin-laden messy situation. While our natural 
tendency may be to tell everyone what just happened, Scripture advises another model—the NBA model.

Here’s a simple outline of the model that serves as a good guide for who to inform or involve in the mess-man-
agement process:

	• Necessary: Who does necessity indicate be included in the circle of knowledge and involvement in 
managing the messy situation?

	• Beneficial: Will it be beneficial for certain parties to be fully informed of the circumstances surround-
ing the messy situation?

	• Appropriate: How much information about the messy situation is appropriate for various parties to 
know and understand?

Keeping the Matthew 18 principle in mind, by taking the time to cycle through the NBA analysis, clarity should 
emerge as to who should be involved and to what extent the details should be shared. This approach reduces the 
possibility for gawking, gossiping, and judging. It also helps set the stage for recovery and restoration to occur. 
This approach runs counter to the world’s know-all, tell-all, and find-someone-to-blame response to messy situ-
ations. It also helps us to reach out for God’s highest and best.

The Four Process Strategies

In addition to having the proper paradigms and postures, process strategies will also allow you to navigate those 
challenging relationships more effectively. These process strategies are timeless, field-tested, and deemed help-



ful by many of the clients we have had the honor to journey with as they navigated difficult challenges. Though 
these process strategies are quite simple to understand, they can be difficult to master. However, incremental 
success is always better than grand failure.

Noting the Importance of Esteeming Others

One important way we can esteem others is to consider such factors as the timing and context in which a con-
frontation occurs. Before a seed is planted, the gardener must soften and prepare the soil to have any hope that 
germination, growth, and harvest will occur. To confront someone in the presence of other parties may cause 
embarrassment and anger in the person being confronted. People will receive unpleasant news about them-
selves only when and to the extent they feel esteemed and respected by the person bringing confrontation news.

Leadership coach John Maxwell says this about timing and context: Effective 360-Degree Leaders are like 
weather forecasters. They are able to read the atmosphere. . . . Don’t let a great idea get rained on because 
you picked the wrong day to introduce it!

When confronting, if we are to honor God in the process, our goal is not to diminish the person. It is to address 
unacceptable behavior that is disrup-tive to the health of an individual or a group relationship. The tendency 
of most people when addressing a behavioral issue is to react defensively. For growth and healing to occur, the 
person must feel and believe that you are confronting them out of love and respect for their health and wellbe-
ing.

Because of our sin nature, we all have a bent toward justice. And justice takes on different shapes. It’s that de-
sire to make things right or fair, a need to even the playing field. The negative extremes can include revenge or 
the desire to punish cloaked in a posture of being one who cares. This underhandedness happens far too often in 
Christian circles. It is an insidious form of control. With a judgmental mindset, the future can only be a recycled 
version of the past. Justice in its aberrant form is birthed out of pride, not righteousness.

This need for justice has been evident throughout history. Both Mother Teresa and Adolf Hitler had a justice 
bent, but the justice for them took on dramatically different forms. Mother Teresa’s justice was based in princi-
ples greater than herself. Adolf Hitler’s aberrant form was based on his own narcissistic needs.

The desire for justice is rooted in a spiritual reality concerning sin. The Bible says, “Without the shedding of 
blood there is no forgiveness” (Heb. 9:22). Since the beginning of time, there has been war, human sacrifice, 
animal sacrifice, honor killing, fighting, revenge, and hate—all in the name of attaining some form of justice as 
an individual or culture defines it. When Jesus took on the sins of man and died on the cross, it was the shed-
ding of his blood that brought justice—the ultimate act of justice. It was also the ultimate act of grace.

We all have justice within us. We want to expose wrong, at least, as we see it. There is a paradox between 
justice and mercy, truth and grace. When we lack truth, we lack the courage to speak and act with conviction. 
When we are without grace, we lack the compassion to empathize with the deepest needs and longings of oth-
ers.

The Gospel of John states that Jesus came “full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). Jesus was not full of grace on 
some occasions and truth in other circumstances. He was not 50 percent grace and 50 percent truth. Jesus was 
100 percent grace and truth. He also esteemed others as indicated by his ultimate sacrifice. From his life, we 
can glean these principles:

	• Truth spoken without grace can be cruel.
	• Grace dispensed without truth can be misleading.



	• Either truth or grace without demonstrating esteem can be potentially manipulative or controlling.

This concept is evidenced in both the Old and New Testament. For example, Micah 6:8 asserts, “[God] has 
shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and 
to walk humbly with your God.” The correlation here is clear:

	• Act Justly (Truth-telling)
	• Love Mercy (Grace-giving)
	• Walk Humbly with your God (Esteeming others)

We bear testimony of this paradox of grace and truth in the life and death of Jesus. God’s justice and truth 
required a sacrifice to redeem mankind. The price was paid on the cross. It was grace and mercy in Jesus’ 
response to his executioners when he said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” 
(Luke 23:34).

It was in his deep pain that Jesus still had the audacity to both esteem and bestow grace upon a nefarious crimi-
nal hanging on a cross, “Today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). It was his capacity, in excruciat-
ing pain, to demonstrate grace and mercy in showing concern for Mary by saying to the disciple John, “Behold, 
your mother!” (John 19:27 ESV).

Esteeming others as a foundation to healthier relationships is evidenced in the epistles as well. According to 
Romans 12 and Philippians 2, we are to have regard for others and value them if for no other reason than Christ 
died for them. We must recognize people’s value if we are to walk in obedience.

Confronting others is most likely to produce the best outcomes when the person being confronted experiences 
being esteemed or valued. Truth is best dispensed when served with grace and truth. If we do not esteem the 
other person, then we potentially cultivate a context that will not bring about the most fruitful outcome.

Dispensing Information Wisely: The Candor Continuum

One of the most challenging aspects of confrontation is the question of who should know, what they should 
know, and why they should know it. The question of what or how much should be shared is a very important 
issue. The Candor Continuum will be helpful for leaders responding to mess ups.

The word candor conveys the idea of honesty and forthrightness. However, being candid also allows us to be 
reserved and discerning about the extent of information that we share. As leaders, we must control any com-
pulsion to tell everyone everything, just because we’re “in the know.” We may think this impresses people, but 
without some discretion, we could be harming others or tainting relationships by telling others more that they 
want or need to know. In many cases, this is a sophisticated form of gossip, rationalized by the musing that not 
to share every known detail is somehow being deceitful.

Discretion is behaving or speaking in such a way as to avoid causing offense to a weaker believer or sharing 
information that can be harmfully gossiped by the holder of that information. By not knowing more than they 
need to know, people cannot purposely or inadvertently share or be harmed by the information.

Discretion is advocated in the wisdom literature and elsewhere in Scripture. Discretion is a God-honoring dis-
cipline that is critical to healing messy situations. Always pray and ask God to guide you in how best to apply 
discretion in every confrontational situation. It involves wisely determining what another person can handle.

For example, it would be very inappropriate to be most honest with a child who has no capacity to process the 



pain of certain adult realities. True discretion involves practicing NBA. Who needs to know and for what pur-
pose? What is the benefit for others to know? Is it even appropriate for them to know and to what degree?

Consider the options along this continuum:

When I’m presenting on these options in a seminar, some people ask what is meant by the expression silent 
lying. When we become involved in silent lying, it does not suggest that we would speak an outright lie with 
intent to mislead. However, silent lying is the refusal to tell others what they need to know to improve the 
relationship or situation, when doing so really does matter. It is an acquiescent silence. The impact can be very 
damaging. It is the strategic approach of the conflict avoider. Some personality types struggle with silent lying 
because of their aversion to conflict. Some people keep the peace at all cost even at the risk of being unethical.

The line between silent lying and discretion can become blurred. The difference is that discretion is active 
while silent lying is more of a passive resistance to addressing the truth concerning a person or situation.

Outright deceitfulness is rampant in our culture. Hiddenness and deceit in the form of image management is 
the adversary’s gauntlet on the community of Christ followers. Hiddenness destroys many loyalties and erodes 
significant relationships. Frankly, it is surprising how commonplace lying has become among clergy and other 
nonprofit leaders in our culture. Almost weekly we hear the sad story of people who are truly good leaders, but 
whose credibility and relationships have eroded due to hiddenness and deceit.

Leaders must accept the fact that they will never win the approval or support of all the people when managing 
messy situations. You will always have resisters, opponents, and saboteurs in the community you are leading. 
The sooner you accept and acclimate to this reality, the less personal pain you will experience.

Always be consistent or congruent when addressing messy or disruptive behavior, especially when it involves 
confronting behavior in a highly talented and highly respected member of the team. Even high-capacity and 
impact members of the team “mess up” from time to time, and it’s important that other members of the team 
not develop the belief that the superstar is exempt from confrontation because of his or her high-impact con-
tribution and capacity. Confronting incongruent behavior is a gift you can share, without exception, with each 
member of the team.

Exercising the Process of Bracketing

It is difficult to set healthy boundaries with others, when working in ministry and other people-helping voca-
tions. Expectations from others, as well as those expectations we place on ourselves, can be both unreasonable 
and unrealistic. We are often our own worst enemy as we allow the challenges and problems of the vocation to 
invade every corner of our thoughts and existence. It can erode our own vitality, which can in turn negatively 
impact marriage and family. Many couples spend endless hours on the treadmill of processing the burdens of 
work, caught in a cycle of worry, consuming unending hours of time and depleting their precious vitality.

Bracketing is a strategy to help the individual and couple put some distance between the front stage of the work 
world and the private backstage of marriage and family. Over many years of counseling and coaching, several 
couples have told me that the concept of bracketing has been immensely helpful for their marriage and family.

Here is how bracketing works: Whatever the challenge in your work environment, establish a time and place to 
journal (individually) or discuss (as a couple) the challenge or problem. It is important to process and emotion-
ally discharge complicated and troubling situations that you encounter. The objective in bracketing is that you 
can be as emotionally upset as necessary, say what needs to be said, and plan what needs to be planned. But 



when the time is up, and you are not at the designated location, you let it go and involve yourself in the other 
areas of life such as marriage and family. You give yourself permission to clock out of the work environment.

Think about it! Why would you allow your ministry/work environment to determine how you think and feel in 
every aspect of your life? Why would you relinquish your God-given prerogative to decide who you want to 
be and how you want to live for your enemy to decide? And the entire time you are doing so, your perceived or 
real enemy isn’t even aware you have relinquished this power to him or her. Think it through. You will proba-
bly not be working in the same place or position fifteen years from now. But you will hopefully have the same 
spouse and family.

A second way to bracket your work troubles is through the 20/60/20 principle. This theory is especially helpful 
for those who struggle with an unhealthy need for approval, respect, or appreciation. The 20/60/20 principle is 
based on research and works this way: If you are a ministry leader of a church, the top 20 percent of the congre-
gants will be very supportive of what you do and say. They will have a high appreciation for leadership, maybe 
even if it is unwarranted. Within that top 20 percent according to the research, 6 percent of the congregants will 
be supportive regardless of how well or poorly the leadership does. For example, a minister could be absolutely 
foolish and this 6 percent might say, “What a shame. I like my pastor so much. I still believe in him or her!”

On the other end of the continuum, 20 percent of the congregants will not be all that impressed with what their 
leadership does or with the direction of the church. It really does not matter what direction the church goes or 
what the leadership does; they will not be supportive. For many of them, this stance is their general outlook 
on life. Within this 20 percent, approximately 6 percent will actually be very troubling for the lead pastor and 
the leadership. Among them are the chronic complainers who believe if you do it their way everything would 
go just fine. So if a church has 100 adults attending, approximately 6 people will be causing a problem on a 
somewhat regular basis. This statistic is especially troublesome if the person is a large donor who uses giving 
to hold the leader hostage to his or her will.

In the middle of the continuum, we find the 60 percent of the congregants who follow based on whatever direc-
tion has the strongest message and energy behind it. If the top 20 percent are very enthusiastic about the minis-
try leadership and the direction of the church, the 60 percent will follow. They are the following sheep.

When a church votes for a pastor, my coaching advice is that a 94 percent vote is an A+. Why? Individuals in 
the bottom 6 percent will be contrarian by nature. They are typically negative and resistant, countering whatev-
er direction is dominant. Some are so bold as to disclose that they did not cast a supportive vote because every-
one else was voting for the pastor, and they wouldn’t want a 100 percent vote to give the new pastor the idea 
he can do anything he wants! It seems inconceivable that some people actually think this way, but they do. It is 
oftentimes the same people who are among the first to get to know the new pastor and make sure he or she is 
“in the know” on how things should be changed (or stay the same)!

Though I do not have proof based on research, my belief based on my counseling/coaching experience is that 
this 20/60/20 principle applies in other people-helping vocations too. For example, no matter how effective a 
nonprofit CEO or college president is, about 6 percent of the employees will (at least privately) dissent from 
most of the leader’s decisions. So if there are a hundred employees approximately six will not get on board 
with the plan and direction.

So how can this 20/60/20 principle be helpful? It helps one accept the reality that no matter how kind, respect-
ful, and effective a leader may be, you will always have a certain percentage of people who will respond resis-
tively or negatively. In other words, you can win most of the people most of the time if you do an excellent job. 
However, you will never win over all the people!



Confronting Incongruence

In the life of every good leader, you will need to confront an associate who is highly respected by others. The 
desire to guard against offending an associate is commensurate with the depth of the respect you feel toward 
your associate. It is very difficult to confront individuals on the team who are highly talented and respected for 
the character they project. Confronting someone you regard can often be more awkward than confronting those 
who are frequently out of line in their attitude and behaviors.

The strategy of confronting incongruence is where you clearly identify all that you respect in the person you 
need to confront. You identify their good character, attitude, and behavior, utilizing them as the plumb line and 
placing them up against their current poor attitude or behavior.

In the early years of developing a Christian-based psychological service, the need to confront a number of staff 
members who had rightly earned the respect of the team surfaced. Many of these very talented individuals were 
much more capable than me. They possessed the character qualities and gifts that I could only hope to attain 
sometime within my lifetime. Yet circumstances warranted the need to address attitudes or behaviors that did 
not fit their known characters.

Barry was one of our psychologists who exemplified a high capacity in his clinical skills and was exceptional in 
character. Barry was summoned to my office to deal with actions that would have been easy to ignore or excuse 
because of the gift he was for our team. It would have been easy to just assume, “Oh well, that’s just Barry. He 
doesn’t mean any harm.” However, his behavior was a problem because the team enjoyed and respected Barry. 
He was setting a poor example for those younger and less-capable staff who looked up to him as an example to 
follow.

The time arrived for the confrontation. Barry was informed of how much we appreciated and respected him, 
noting several of his gifts and talents that many of us wished to emulate someday. Then I proceeded to point out 
a behavior that appeared incongruent with his level of professional stature.

Basically the confrontation pointed out all that we respected and the counterintuitive behavior that did not seem 
to fit his character. His behavior was like taking a piece of a jigsaw puzzle that was from a different box. I sim-
ply asked him to help me understand how his behavior and my high regard for him fit together. The psycholo-
gist friend simply replied, “I have a bad attitude, and I need to change it!”

Several hours later Barry came into my office, gave me a hug, and said, “That was the most respectful confron-
tation I have ever experienced. You can count on me to be an example to the other staff.”

When confronting incongruence, never put a person down. Confronting incongruence is based on respect. You 
are putting the responsibility on that person to explain the incongruence between your respect for them and 
their bad behavior.

Over the years, this confronting incongruence has worked time and time again, almost without failure to attain 
fruitful and growth-producing outcomes for everyone involved.

Implementation

Now it is time to put into practice these paradigms, postures, and procedural strategies. But keep in mind that 
they are not intended to be a step-by-step solution to dealing with the challenges of working with difficult peo-
ple and circumstances. They are the attitudes and practices that so many clients have taught me over the years. 



They have been found to be helpful and others have benefited greatly.

Sometimes a small change in our attitude, perspective, or behavior can produce tremendous fruit. Putting them 
into practice is much like a physical training program. Incremental steps are better than grand failure.

You can begin today by asking yourself: What is the one thing that you can do in each area that if you did it 
faithfully and consistently would make a significant difference in your work and private world? What para-
digms, postures, or procedural strategies would be beneficial for you to put into practice?
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