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ABSTRACT

AVOIDING MERCHANTS OF MORALITY: A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF

PROFESSIONAL MINISTERS RELATIONSHIP TOWARD THEIR IDEALIZED ROLE

by
Scott J. Hamilton, B.S.

Texas State University-San Marcos

August 2012

SUPERVISING PROFESSOR: DEBORAH HARRIS

The professional minister is often expected to be the embodiment of the
ideals of his or her community and perform to other expectations of their
congregation. This and other roles could be considered idealized roles because
of their unique social construction. Utilizing in depth interviews with fourteen
current and former professional ministers of the Assemblies of God
denomination, this qualitative study explores the relationship that an individual
may have with their performance of an idealized role. This study that is guided
by the framework of Dramaturgical Sociology developed by Erving Goffman
and presented in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) and other
works. The men that participated in this study offered their perspectives and

experiences on how they related to the demands of their position and how their
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idealized role can impact the interpersonal relationships they have with their

own families and members of their community.
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I. INTRODUCTION

“A respectable pastor should be righteous. No bad words, no bad thoughts, no anger, no
jealousy. Just faith, peace, and Christ-likeness... They say the right things, behave the right

ways, and seem to have their spiritual act together.” —Craig Groeschel

George Barna, faith and culture researcher and founder of the Barna Research Group,
has said, “The pastoral profession dictates standards of conduct like any other profession,
whether it be a teacher, doctor, or lawyer. The profession dictates how pastors are to dress,
speak, and act. This is one of the major reasons why many pastors live very artificial lives”
(Barna 2010:139). Pastors can live artificial lives because expectations on the role of the
pastor are largely unquantifiable and commonly unspoken (Monahan 1999; Mueller and
McDuff 2002). The contemporary pastor is to be an embodiment of collective congregant
expectations. Not only is the pastor responsible to fulfill all of the actual duties of the
pastorate including Sunday services, counseling, and church management as well as other
unfocused extra duties with the skill and expertise of one trained in their field, he or she must
additionally conform to the role of the pastor of a church (Carroll 1981; Mueller and McDuff
2002). Conforming to the pastoral role involves living up to often conflicting explicit and
implicit ideals set forth by specific congregations’ requisites of a pastor such as having

extraordinary Christian faith and discipline, raising an orderly and godly family, and always



putting family before the church work while still being available at the church office and
when crises arise (Groeshel 2006). The role of the pastor is considered by many onlookers to
be a hallowed undertaking but often how the pastor responds to these expectations can have
negative implications for individuals seeking a pastorate (Mueller and McDuff 2004).

The nature of the expectations on a pastor makes them only able to be fulfilled in the
pastor’s presentation of his or her overall life. The perception is that the life of the pastor is
to always be presentable because of the assumption that their life is open for all congregants
to view and examine at all times (Groeschel 2006; Wildhagen, Mueller, and Wang 2005). A
good presentation by the pastor can result in the growth of the church and increases in salary
or benefits, while an unsatisfactory presentation by the pastor can result in mistrust and
discord in the congregation and, ultimately, a loss of the pastorate (Ingram 1981).
Accordingly, individuals who desire a pastorate must project an idealized impression of the
ideal pastor for their congregation. Since it is a deliberate effort to project an ideal self-
image, a gap exists between the individual and the individual projected as the ideal pastor.

The pastor then is engaged in an important exercise of what sociologist Erving
Goffman has called impression management because every pastor is responsible for the way
their congregation perceives them. According to Goffman, impression management is
“...when an individual projects a definition of the situation and thereby makes an implicit or
explicit claim to be a person of a particular kind” (Goffman 1959: 13).

In developing his dramaturgical sociology, Goffman compared social interaction to a
drama on the stage and called the projected self the front stage and the retreat from the
projection the back stage. The back stage can be utilized as a rest from the front stage and as

a workspace to fine-tune the projection of the self impression for the front stage. Goffman



believed that these stages were a part of how everyone presents themselves to others. The
pastoral profession actually demands little or no perceivable difference between the
individual and the identity they project or from the front stage and the back stage.

It is offensive for many pastors to suggest any discrepancies between these two
fronts since everything in the life of the pastor is supposed to be visible (Groeschel 2006).
Nevertheless, history is replete of examples of prominent pastors living doubles lives that
eventually undermine their ministry and their congregation. In these cases, their collapse
could be explained as the front stage image being corrupted by character flaws and
indiscretions kept in the pastor’s back stage, hidden and away from the image they always
presented to their congregations. Managing the idealized impression of the pastor became
too difficult and the impression was spoiled or the pastor became cynical towards his role
and the artificial life of the pastor was finally cracked to expose who the individual really
was.

This thesis is a consideration of how moral failings of vocational ministers can be
understood as the result of perpetuating an idealized self-performance for the audience of
their congregations. The dramaturgical sociology of Erving Goffman as presented in his
works is valuable for this inquiry, specifically the ideas of impression management of the
front and back stages in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life as well as different tenets
developed on confidence men, stigma management, and embarrassment. These works will be
utilized in order to glean insights as to how pastors view their role as a pastor and the extent
to which pastors examine their own idealized impression management and the shortcomings
that can exist as a result of this. Any insight into the relationship of individuals toward

idealized roles can benefit sociological research into whether authority is largely personal or



institutional in democratic societies. Idealized performances like the role of pastors or
politicians are created by societal norms and ideals, which in turn shape social life through
their invested authority. Moreover, this study hopes to speak on how the continuing
relationship between individuals invested with authority and their idealized roles actively

defines these roles and reshapes the individuals that seek to live out these idealized roles.



II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Erving Goffman and Dramaturgy

Erving Goffman is largely included as one of the early Symbolic Interaction theorists
and his dramaturgical interpretation of social interactions put forth in The Presentation of
Self'in Everyday Life was one of the frontrunners for this classification. Dramaturgical
sociology is the use of an extended allegory of the stage as means to analyze social
interaction (Harrison 1977). In social situations, as on the stage, individuals are involved in a
performance. A performance is “...all the activity of a given participant on a given occasion
which serves to influence in any way the other participants” (Goffman 1959: 15). Individuals
or actors are responsible to present themselves and express their role during social interaction
and not destroy the performance through miscues or discrepancies. It is the responsibility of
the actor to gather information and engage in the correct performance for the audience and
display the desired impression for the interaction. The art of delivering the correct
performance when required is impression management (Zuvniski et al. 2004). Impression
management has a variety of expressions and techniques that allow actors to deliver the
correct performances.

As stated above, impression management is broken into two regions for analyzing
performances. There is the front stage defined by Goffman as the “part of the individual’s
performance which regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation

for those who observe the performance” (Goffman 1959: 22). Performances take place on the



front stage and this is typically what is seen by the audience and understood by observers. In
the front stage some facts about a performer may be accented while other details may be
denied or suppressed in order to build the proper impression. The suppressed details of the
performer often find their expression in the back stage region. The back stage is “where the
performer can reliably expect that no member of the audience will intrude” (Goffman 1959:
112). The back stage is repose from the front stage and the demands of the performance for
the audience. The two stages comprise in large part the allegory that Goffman creates of
social interactions in everyday life and the stage.

It should be noted that, simply because social interaction is understood as a
performance by an individual, the impression given is not necessarily a false representation
of the individual (Tseelon 1992). Rather, Goffman was most interested in how the individual
viewed his or her own performance and the relationship that they took toward their own
impression (Acton and Hird 2004; Pettit 2011). He divided the relationship an actor may
have with their impression into a sincere and cynical orientation. A sincere actor is an
individual who believes in the integrity of their own performance and the impression which
they are presenting to the audiences they encounter and work in their back stage to reaffirm
that impression. Conversely, a cynical orientation by an actor is when an individual does not
believe in the performance they are engaged in for their audiences but continues in the
impression for the “good of the community” or for personal gain to be had from the
performance. Individual actors can vacillate between these two orientations and be skewed
over time one way or the other in a given role (Goffman 1959).

The orientation of the actor to his or her own performance is the substance of most of

Goffman’s dramaturgical interpretation of social interaction (Acton and Hird 2004). It is the



actor’s orientation to their own role that creates embarrassment and demands stigma and
impression management techniques. The dramatic realization of the actor toward his or her
role is important because inherent in impression management is the struggle to conform to
moral and ethical standards in the social world (Creelan 1984). “In their capacity as
performers, individuals will be concerned with maintaining the impression that they are
living up to the many standards by which they and their products are judged. Because these
standards are so numerous and so pervasive, the individuals who are performers dwell more
than we might think in a moral world” (Goffman 1959: 251). Specifically investigating the
orientation of prominent public figures towards their performance is worthwhile because of
the role these individuals have in the community and whatever part they may have in
perpetuating the embodiment of social norms and morals in an ideal presentation.
ldealized Performance

An analysis of an idealized presentation in step with dramaturgical sociology would
begin with an investigation of the type of performance or impression management that is
expected for these actors. Some performances can become routine and “institutionalized”
meaning that individuals taking on specific roles are taking them up with specific
performances and will have to conform to acceptable norms and behaviors that are congruent
with those roles (Goffman 1959; Jones 2006). Furthermore, institutionalized performances
that attempt to exemplify the highest ideals of the community and societal morals are known
as idealized performances. The idealized performance is when an actor takes up a role that
desires to project the ideals and highest morals of their community or society (Goffman
1959). There are individuals who can conform to the position and performances of an

idealized performance with ease and there are those who cannot; however, even actors who



can easily conform have to realize their participation in the drama. The individual recognizes
that their behavior is catered to the idealized performance in the presence of their community
and it is something they take upon themselves possibly in order to receive the advantages of
that role in society. “A status, a position, a social place is not a material thing, to be
possessed and then displayed; it is a pattern of appropriate conduct, coherent, embellished,
and well articulated...something that must be enacted and portrayed, something that must be
realized” (Goffman 1959: 75).

Goffman believed that inherent in the idealized performance are a number of
discrepancies that work against the individual delivering a great performance. The first is
when the performer could be concealing activity that generates personal profit for the actor
but is incompatible with the impression they are giving to the audience. This discrepancy is a
separation from the impression being given to the audience and what could actually be taking
place. This can be malicious as in the case of the confidence man deliberately deceiving the
audience to turn a trick on his mark(s) or a relatively innocent use of position in order to
ensure unearned benefits (Hazelrigg 1992). Both of these performances are validated because
there is an orchestrated effort required by the actor to give the correct impression regardless
of the relationship the actor has to the performance. Initially, Goffman believed that more
could be learned from studying the confidence man during a performance because of the
ability to consciously step away from the performance and analyze the impression being
given (Pettit 2011). The idealized performance is at risk to this discrepancy because the actor
in an idealized performance is assumed to be selfless in their embodiment of community
ideals and taking advantage of any elevated position would be a contradiction to their

expected character (Lamont et al. 2000; Ytreberg 2002).



Another inconsistency for the idealized performance is how errors and mistakes are
corrected before the performance takes place and any sign these errors actually occurred and
were corrected are hidden as well. The idealized performance needs to have an impression of
infallibility and therefore cannot betray that mistakes or errors have occurred at all, even
though the mistakes have already been corrected by the actor. This can be understood at a
glance of political figures that conceal from the media their involvement in therapeutic
treatment so that their competent identity is maintained (Kaslow 1992). The idealized
performance then exerts pressure on the actor to present a performance without evidence of
past mistakes, errors, and their corrections. This discrepancy is closely related to another
inherent conflict that Goffman identified with the idealized performance.

The idealized performance tends to only allow the audience to see the finished
product and judge that as indicative of the entire impression being presented. This places
different forces on actors attempting to maintain idealized performances dependent on the
effort required of the actor to manage their impression. For some actors, not much effort is
needed to maintain the idealized impression but for others more work could be required. The
actor is then forced to suppress or deny the hard work or hours that went into maintaining the
idealized impression that the audience is allowed to see and evaluate (Goffman 1959). For
example, impression management related to body image could mean a presentation of beauty
coming naturally and without effort but in order to give such an impression requires a strict
diet, long workouts at a fitness gym, and expensive make-up (Jacobs 2003). The idealized
performance must always be evaluated as a finished product because the actor cannot afford

to be seen “in progress” and still maintain the impression of the idealized performance.
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A fourth discordant trait of the idealized performance is the knowledge that many
performances could not have been completed without certain tasks that are “physically
unclean, semi-illegal, and degrading in other ways” also being done (Goffman 1959: 44).
There is a disconnect in the ability of the actor to present the idealized impression while
avoiding these inappropriate or demeaning tasks that are necessary for the performance. The
impression of the idealized performance is more important than what the individual actually
must do to deliver it and therefore an emphasis is put on not actually being the impression
that is portrayed but giving the idealized impression by any necessary means (Tseelon 1992).
The individual must accomplish tasks or strike compromises of the idealized impression in
the back stage, away from the audience, in order to continue to deliver the desired impression
before the audience.

The last major discrepancy that Goffman highlights as inherent in an idealized
performance is one of the more crucial when considering public figures and the idealized
impression management that they are undertaking. In order to embody the ideal standards of
the idealized performance, the individual actor is likely to publicly keep a number of ideals at
the private sacrifice of other ideals (Goffman 1959). This conflict is unavoidable since the
actor is never truly able to wholly embody the ideals of his or her idealized impression. The
actor is forced to put their best effort towards those ideals that are not easily concealed if they
are neglected. At best, managing which ideals are pertinent to the current audience is a
constant reminder for the actor to be on top of their impression at all times, exemplifying as
much of a full impression as possible. At worst, this exercise can increase the distance

between the actor and their performance creating the same relationship towards virtues as a
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merchant has towards their products. The greatest effort is exerted in putting appropriate
merchandise forward to the current audience (Creelan 1984; von Hippel 2005).

Goffman anticipates this when he speaks of performers as “merchants for morality”
and extends the metaphor to anticipate a cynical orientation by actors. “As performers we
are merchants for morality. Our day is given to intimate contact with the goods we display
and our minds are filled with intimate understandings of them; but it may well be that the
more attention we give to these goods, then the more distant we feel from them and from
those who are believing enough to buy them” (Goffman 1959: 251). This must be especially
applied as true for idealized performances because of the expectation of infallibility in the
impression to be given for the idealized performer. In the idealized case, the actor must be
intimately acquainted with the ideals that he or she is engineering a projection of even though
as a result these ideals become more of an object of study and are further separated from the
actor. It is at this heightened realization of the distance between the actor and the virtues of
the idealized performance that the actor embraces different techniques of impression
management that avoid embarrassment and the stigma associated with a failing of the
idealized performance.
ldealized Performance Failure: Embarrassment

According to Goffman, embarrassment was a response to a rupture in a performance
by the actor and thus in the impression intended by the actor (Goffman 1956; Lizardo 2005;
Shudson 1984). Evidence of embarrassment such as stammering or a visibly ruffled actor
betrays that he or she has discredited their impression during the performance. As a result of
an embarrassment, all involved in the performance must reconstruct the interaction because

the original impressions are no longer true of the interaction as an actor has missteped in the
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impression that they were presenting before the audience (Goffman 1956). Embarrassment
would prove a failing for the idealized performance because it would mean the actor is not
infallible in the impression that he or she is presenting.

Even if this is true for the idealized performance, Goffman believed that
embarrassment was an overall useful and productive occurrence in social interaction because
it allowed for the actor to refine their performance. “His role in the current interaction may
be sacrificed, and even the encounter itself, but he demonstrates that, while he cannot present
a sustainable and coherent self on this occasion, he is at least disturbed by the fact and may
prove worthy at another time” (Goffman 1956: 271). This reflexive opportunity through
embarrassment is not available to the idealized performance then because of the actor’s need
to display a finished product of embodied virtues to the audience and not signs of the
impression being a “work in progress.” Instead, the idealized performance must then be
infused with techniques that build the idealized impression as well as techniques that insulate
from embarrassment. These techniques are divided into two categories: defensive and
preventative or protective practices. “ ‘Defensive practices’ protect our own projections of
the situation and ‘protective practices’ are employed to save the definition of the situation
someone else projects” (Shudson 1984: 635). These techniques were originally developed in
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life by Goffman and have been expanded in further
sociological research into styles of self-presentation. Researcher Arkin (1981) divided these
techniques into a larger orientation toward self-presentation stating that behavior can either
be acquisitive or protective. An acquisitive self-presentation, which can also be considered
assertive (Tedeschi and Norman 1985), is activity that focuses on gaining approval from

others including self-promotion, power displays, and other modes of positive self-
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identification (Schutz 1998). Protective self-presentation is activity that seeks to avoid
disapproval from others characterized by passive yet friendly interaction, minimal self-
disclosure, and avoiding undue public attention (Schutz 1998). This behavior and practices
can serve as examples of more impression management as the idealized performance is
accountable for manufacturing their impression and avoiding the embarrassment of a
discredited performance.
Idealized Performance Failure: Stigma Management

Furthermore, the intensified effort of the actor employed in an idealized performance
to avoid any discredit to their performance can also be understood as an exercise in stigma
management. The concept of stigma has been applied to various dilemmas and situations
with just as many definitions of the concept as articles published on it (Link and Phelan
2001). However, a sociological examination of sociology, specifically in relation to
presentation management, relies on Goffman’s work Stigma. Notes on the Management of
Spoiled Identity and the definition he conceptualized there. Stigma, as defined by Goffman,
is the possession of “an attribute that is deeply discrediting” (Goffman 1963:3). Stigma varies
according to type-whether they exist in the body, character, or tribe. Stigmas of body can
include blindness, stuttering, or a physical handicap and are mostly physical in nature. A
stigma of character can describe as a shame associated with an extramarital affair or a list of
other socially unacceptable behaviors. Stigma of tribe is the result of associations with
minority groups or affiliations with groups that are publicly stigmatized. Also, stigma can be
divided into categories related to its revelation. Some stigma of the body can be obvious,

unconcealed, and immediately discrediting while other character and body stigma can be
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concealed with fear of revelation. Stigma has numerous sources and can affect the social
interactions of individuals in their everyday life (Wood and Ward 2010).

Stigmatized individuals are subject to being discredited and discrimination on a
number of fronts as a result of their stigma. These individuals can become discredited
because of their stigma, resulting in a loss of the social status that they had previously held.
Being discredited forces the stigmatized individual to adjust social interactions to their new
social standing (Link and Phelan 2001). Other results of stigma on individuals can include
discrimination such as the labeling of stigmatized persons in a way that the individual is
unable to shed the discrediting attribute even if it is not immediately noticeable by an
audience. Such a labeling of stigma can result in the separation into a sub category of
stigmatized individuals apart from “normals” that are without stigma (Goffman 1963).
Stigmatized individuals can also fall prey to structural forms of discrimination against
stigma. Link and Phelan (2001) argue this discrimination is evident in institutional racism or
and in architecture that does not provide accessibility for people with physical handicaps.

Moreover, the individual without an immediately perceivable stigma is more
challenged by the use of stigma management skills than individuals with obvious or physical
stigmatized attributes. There are many ways that individuals without obvious stigma have to
manage their stigma before others with whom they interact. A major method of stigma
management is a hypersensitivity to social interactions and heightened focus on all social
interactions (Shih 2004). These individuals with concealed stigmas work to make
themselves more likeable and skilled socially (Miller et al. 2005). Stigmatized individuals
attempt to keep relationships at a distance so their stigmas are not revealed (Stein 2009).

They are more likely to monitor social interactions and take on another’s point of view from



15

the interaction (Shih 2004). Stigmatized individuals also work to emphasize other aspects of
their self that are not stigmatized or would uncover their stigma to the point of taking on
other identities (Hewstone 2000).

Stigma can be applied in consideration of the idealized performance because a
stigmatized attribute can openly be understood as a social feature of the actor’s performance
(Goffman 1963; Link and Phelan 2001; Shudson 1984). Specifically, the fact that the actor is
separate from his idealized performance can be conceptualized as a stigma itself given that
the discovery can lead to the effects of stigma including the discrediting of the actor and
other discrimination. In this instance, the idealized performance is engaged in the
management of stigma in addition to the idealized performance and is especially acute to
social interactions. Since the idealized performer is considerably high in impression
management this is an accurate description because they are also likely to be highly
concerned with the management of their negative or stigmatizing attributes (Rennera et al.
2004; von Hippel 2005). “To display or not to display; to tell or not to tell; to let on or not to
let on; to lie or not to lie; and in each case, to whom, how, when and where” (Goffman 1963:
42). It is the weight of this constant internal debate that Goffman felt exacted the greatest toll
on any stigmatized individual and social interaction (Creelan 1984; Stein 2009). This duality
of knowledge and presentation “can be a very different kind of impropriety, the first having
to do with our rules regarding social identity, the second with those regarding personal
identity” (Goffman 1963: 64). The stigma that is associated with discrediting the idealized
performance and the resultant stigma management by the actor can have a grave impact for

the social and personal identity of the individual (Wood and Ward 2010).
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It is also important to note the grave consequences for the social and personal identity
of the actor involved in an idealized performance who also has other blatant transgressions
against the idealized performance worthy of stigma (Shih 2004). There is the stigma
associated with discrediting the idealized performance by failure to exemplify all ideals at all
times and there is also a stigma from the actor engaging in activities that are completely
contrary to the idealized impression being given. This stigma management is more in
keeping with managing a moral stigma as in the case of a conservative politician espousing
family values and morals while engaging in an extra-marital affair hidden from the public.
Managing this private stigmatized attribute is heightened for the idealized performance
because of the need to present an infallible finished product presentation to the audience.
Both forms of stigma management can affect the actor and the relationship they have towards
their performance.

The Pastor

An analysis of the idealized performance in Goffman’s dramaturgical sociology
pertains to the role of the pastor because all applicants to the pastorate desire to display the
best impression that they are able to fit their congregation’s view of an ideal pastor (Creelan
1984; Ingram 1981). The ideal pastor is an amalgamation of congregational expectations and
historical precedents placed on the profession, which includes attaining to the highest ideals
of their faith and their church community. This is an idealized performance because an
individual actor is engaged in an attempt to exemplify the highest ideals of the community
and societal morals. The role of the ideal pastor is not universal but dependant upon the
congregation of the pastor. Each congregation exerts their own influence on the role of the

pastor (Monahan 1999). The influence of the congregation can be more evident in Protestant
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and congregational led churches than in traditional Catholic churches due to the nature of the
authority invested into the office by the hierarchy of the Catholic church system as opposed
to the congregants in a particular church deciding who will fill their pastorate. However, the
Catholic priest is still responsible to live up to the expectations his congregation may have in
addition to the requirements of the position from his leadership (Carroll 1981). The idealized
performance for the pastor is to project the impression of a successful adherent and leader of
a thriving church with enough skill that the projection will ring true. To examine the
relationship between the individual and their role as pastor is to gain clearer insights into the
discrepancies that are inherent in idealized roles and how they impact the shaping of ideals.
The inherent discrepancies of the idealized performance for the pastor become
evident in the vocational ministers’ interaction with their congregations. First, there is the
discrepancy of the idealized performer possibly concealing activity that generates personal
profit but is inconsistent with the intended impression. The pastor is expected to have a
relationship to the “call” of the ministry to a congregation so that the need for monetary
reward is largely overshadowed as a factor in his work (Christopherson 1994; Strange and
Sheppard 2001). However, the pastor may consistently sermonize about honoring leadership
in order to reap the beneficence created in his congregation or financial gifts. Next, the
discrepancy of the idealized role that the performance needs to have an impression of
infallibility can be seen in the expectations of the congregation for the pastor to “always” be
ready or prepared with a great anecdote or word of wisdom (Groeschel 2006). In essence, the
individual is to present a perfect presentation of the ideal pastor at all times without mistake.
Furthermore, the idealized performance needs to let the audience only have the impression of

a finished product. Often this does not allow for individual growth and conflict that is a
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necessary component for job satisfaction for ministers (Mueller and McDuff 2004). Last, a
discrepancy of the idealized performance exhibited in the pastoral role is the likelihood of the
individual to publicly keep a number of ideals at the private sacrifice of other ideals. The
pastor can constantly emphasize faith in their sermons and personal interactions while they
may be actively dealing with doubt in response to a traumatic experience, or the individual
could be engaged in inappropriate relationships while maintaining their impression before
their congregation (Groeschel 2006; Profitt et al. 2007).

In response to these discrepancies, individuals seeking the pastorate are forced to
present the ideal pastor utilizing impression and stigma management skills with great mastery
in order to do so. The needed skills are a combination of the acquisitive and protective
behaviors posited by Schutz (1998) and others taken to extremes because of the scale of
importance placed on idealized performances. The scale of importance placed on the
idealized role of the pastor seems to be largely negative for the individual. Research done by
the Barna Research Group has shown that “80% [of the pastors interviewed for the study]
believe that pastoral ministry affects their family negatively and 70% have lower self-esteem
than when they entered the ministry. Fifty percent of these pastors feel unable to meet the
demands of the job and more than 40% report that they are suffering from burnout, frantic
schedules, and unrealistic expectations” (Barna 2010: 138).

Furthermore, as a result of so much focus on the maintenance of the idealized
performance, these individuals run the risk of becoming as Goffman has stated, mere
“merchants of morality” for themselves and their congregations. This happens when the
individual experiences a separation from their idealized front stage performance and

whatever individual that they may be becoming in the back stage (Creelan 1984; von Hippel
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2005). The ability to recognize this separation has considerable implications for the
individual pastors, their families, and their congregations. Craig Groeschel, a pastor of a

megachurch in Oklahoma considered this reality in his book Confessions of a Pastor:

I embraced the role of “the perfect pastor.” Always armed with a fake smile, I’d be the first on
the scene at any church event. Whatever needed doing, I made sure I was involved. I wanted
everyone to recognize my superior commitment and dedication to God. At the age of twenty-
six, I was performing at peak... In my twisted thinking, I saw this lifestyle as fertile for my
abilities to blossom. I didn’t know that I was killing off virtually every relationship that I had.
(Groeschel 2006:71-72)

Individuals must continually manage the idealized performance to fully exhibit the
highest standards of their congregation as their ideal pastor because failure to do so has
lasting consequences. In recent years, the role of the priest and pastor to their congregations
has been dramatically altered by the revelation of sex and money scandals of various sorts
(Leming 2006). The highly publicized moral failings and scandals of ministers Ted Haggard,
Eddie Long, and countless others has produced a ground of uncertainty for congregations to
relate to their pastors. The fallout in the congregations of these ministers varies greatly from
congregation to congregation and often the path toward restoration of the community can be
long, difficult, and confusing (Sutton and Thomas 2011). When responding to a set of
Denver pastors admitting to homosexual relationships, H.B. London Jr., Vice President for
church and clergy at the Focus on the Family organization, said that, “When people see a
priest or rabbi or pastor fail morally, they begin to wonder if their pastor has a fault or
weakness that might be discovered” (Benarjee 2006).

Such a climate exerts more pressure on individuals to present the ideal pastor to their
congregations and moves them closer to being the merchants of morality, exhibiting a
performance that they are cynical towards. In a letter to his congregation published in the

Rocky Mountain News after his moral failing, Ted Haggard said:
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“I am a deceiver and a liar... I would find myself thinking thoughts and experiencing desires
that were contrary to everything I believe and teach...Then, because of pride, I began
deceiving those I love the most because I didn’t want to hurt or disappoint them. The public
person I was wasn’t a lie; it was just incomplete.” (Haggard 2006)

More in depth insight into the relationship of the pastor towards their ideal performance as
described in dramaturgical sociology is important because the pastoral role influences how
communities determine their ideals (Smith 2005). Further research into the pastoral
relationship to an idealized impression could provide insight into the nature of other public
roles that assist in determining community ideals and morals. Understanding the impact of
these idealized roles on the individuals who take them on are important because idealized
performances serve as an exhibition of the ambitions of their communities and have authority

to continue to shape cultural morals and ideals.



III. METHODOLOGY

The focus of this study is to understand the relationship of individuals that take up
socially constructed idealized performances toward their role and whatever the perceived
consequences are for the individual striving to exemplify their community’s morals and
ideals. For this study, I have decided to analyze the vocational minister in order to
investigate the relationship between an individual and their idealized performance. The
vocational or professional minister is someone who has decided to serve in a pastorate
position as their career. I feel the professional minister is an appropriate subject because of
the idealized performance required for the role of the pastor. The vocational minister is
responsible to personally embody the tenets of their Christian community and live up to the
highest moral standards dictated by The Bible and ecclesiastical living. The community for
the individual in the pastorate mainly consists of the members of their specific church body
though these individuals also interact through the role of the pastor with others outside their
congregations as well. In essence, they are supposed to be an example of the way Christians
are expected to live out their faith and beliefs (Ingram 1981). The vocational pastor is to
conduct their own personal affairs such as raising their family and managing their household
alongside their professional obligations to the affairs of the church all in an open manner
consistent with communal ideals of their church. The pastor must also be available to their

congregation and offer the words of encouragement, inspiration, or condemnation as fitting
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for God’s most direct representative. The role of the professional minister is an idealized
role because of the expectations placed on their performance by their congregation and the
dictated standards to which any individual attempting to take on the role of the pastor must
conform.
Sampling Procedure

Fourteen pastors were chosen for this study, and they were selected through a
connection to the researcher’s own church experiences and snowball sampling with
references made by participants after the completion of their involvement in the study.
Individuals who were chosen had to have spent at least one year as a vocational minister and
have been employed at the same congregation for the duration of at least a year. This was
important because of the socially constructed nature of the pastoral role and the amount of
time spent with a single congregation strengthens the individual’s familiarity with the
expectations and practices of his congregation. Additionally, even though individual
churches may create various divisions of the pastorate such as “Youth Pastor,” “Children’s
Pastor,” or “Media Pastor” these roles are still ascribed the responsibilities of church
management and answer to the congregation for their cues and standards. Since there is little
or no special distinction for the expectations on greater or lesser pastoral roles, any individual
who has served as a vocational minister in an official pastoral position has faced the
challenges of managing the idealized performance that is required in order to fulfill the
pastoral role and can speak toward the relationship between themselves and that

performance.
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Sample Characteristics

All of the participating pastors are affiliated with the Assemblies of God fellowship.
According to the organization’s website (www.ag.org), the Assemblies of God (AOG) do not
consider themselves a denomination but a Protestant cooperative fellowship with the central
offices serving primarily as a service organization, providing a number of services to local
churches such as curriculum development, credentialing ministers, organization of donations
to the mission, etc. They are officially recognized as one of the largest Pentecostal
denominations with approximately 62 million adherents throughout the United States and the
world. The Evangelical Pentecostal identification is a celebrated distinction by the
fellowship and a part of their historical background and a defining characteristic of their
churches. The denomination allows women to be credentialed, although there are very few
female pastors within the denomination. All of the individuals interviewed for this study are
male in keeping step with current trends of the pastorate for the Assemblies of God
denomination.

The AOG government style is a combination of elements of Presbyterian and
congregational rule where each church has sovereign control over selecting a pastor, owning
and holding property, maintaining their membership rolls, handling their own business
activities, and how much participation they will have in denominational activities. The
independence of the congregation for AOG churches is significant because of the socially
constructed role of the pastor by his or her congregation and the outside support a minister
may invoke in the incidence of abuse by a congregation. It is evident that whenever a
congregation has the ability to elect and hire their own pastors, there is an inherent ability to

build the profile of what an ideal performance of the pastoral role would include because
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hiring criteria would reflect these beliefs. For this reason, ministers in the Assemblies of God
fellowship should be considered as a good example of the pastoral role because of the

congregational autonomy and the external structure that exists in other churches and

denominations.
Table 1
Pastor Title by Years in Ministry
Years in Ministry
5-10 10-20 | 20<
_é: Lead Pastor 7 )
H
) Youth/Worship 5 |
z
(=™
Other (Associate Media) 1 1

Table one includes some characteristics of the participants. The majority of the
participants in this study were in their mid 30°s with over ten years of work experience as a
professional minister and starting to lead their own churches or church plants. According to
participants, a church is a term used to identify the start of a new typically untraditional
church often financially supported by an established and traditional church. The average
number of years the participants in the study had served as a professional minister was 18
years. The participant working for the shortest amount of time had served for six years at a
single congregation and the participant with the longest amount of time had worked 62 years
as a professional minister with 28 of those years being at the same congregation. Only two
participants in this study were of an ethnicity other than white. These two were Hispanic and
Asian American. Three of the participants in the study were no longer currently serving as

vocational ministers at the time of their participation in the study.
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Analysis Technique

The purpose of this study is a qualitative exploration to create a description of the
relationship perceived by vocational ministers toward their idealized performance as a pastor
of a congregation. In-depth or intensive interviews were chosen as an appropriate method
because the goal of this study is to describe the perception of a relationship that exists with
an individual and their role (Singleton and Straits 2005). The interviews were conducted
face-to-face and ranged in time from forty-five minutes to an hour and a half depending on
participant willingness and scheduled availability. The interview questions served as guides
to enable participants to speak of their own experiences toward the idealized performance
that is required for their role as the pastor of a congregation. Special attention was made to
avoid using formal terms from Goffman’s work like “front stage” and “back stage.” Instead
participants were asked to compare their “public” selves in front of the congregation and
their “private” self when not in the audience of their congregation. Appendix A includes a
copy of my interview guide. Generally, each participant was asked to speak about his own
“calling” and relationship towards vocational ministry (How did you decide to become a
pastor? What about being a pastor attracted you to becoming a pastor?) and what he believed
about the role of the pastor universally with respect to a public and a private life of
individuals in the pastorate (What do you think is the role of a pastor toward their
congregations?). Responses were analyzed using a directed content analysis where
participant responses were first divided into categories and then separated further as major
themes became apparent in the transcripts. A directed content analysis uses analytic coding

and categories derived from existing theories and research to initiate the investigation of new
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research data and allows for new themes and categories to emerge from the data (Berg 2009).
Initially, the participant responses were divided into the following categories: 1) Insight into
the relationship of the individual to the role and 2) Insight into how the relationships of the
individual are impacted by the role. These categories were determined as a broad starting
point for analysis and could be easily separated in order to create a more systematic approach
to describing how vocational ministers view the pastoral role.

Holding to the intention of this being an exploratory study into the relationship of an
individual towards a socially constructed idealized role, there are several limitations in this
study that provide avenues for further research. The first limitation being that this study is
limited to vocational ministers at local church congregations within a single denomination.
There are other idealized roles such as politician, policemen, teacher, and other roles that
might also fit the description of an idealized performance and be worthy of extended research
and consideration. Also, this study was only descriptive in nature and focused on the
subjective experiences of a relatively small sampling of individuals who had engaged in the
idealized performance of the pastoral role and its relationship to impression management,
stigma, and embarrassment. A larger sample or a sampling of different denominations or
faiths could be gathered in order to further focus the picture created in this study and serve to
further develop the findings of this study. Further study could include a series of objective
research studies involving counseling efforts, surveys, and moral failings of pastors or other
idealized roles and the effects that those may have on the individual. Also, other research
could examine the ways that congregations or communities help to construct idealized roles

and how they are in turn shaped or inspired by the roles.



IV. RESULTS

Although the perspectives of each of the participants are unique and their experiences
of working in the pastorate are original to them, there are several themes that emerged in the
views they expressed which are consistent with the performance of an idealized role.
According to Goffman (1959), the performance of an idealized role has a significant impact
on the way an individual relates to his own performance as well as how they relate to others
in their lives. Because of this, I have divided the themes found in the study into the two
categories of the impact of their role on interpersonal relationships and the demands on the
individual. The perspective and anecdotes offered by the participants in the study provide
ample detail into how the pastoral role fits the profile of an idealized role because of the high
lifestyle demands it places on the individual and how their performance distances their
relationships with members of their community or congregation.

I. The effect on interpersonal relationships

Transparency with limitations

One of the largest areas that brought attention to the inherent discrepancy of the
idealized performance that argued the individual cannot show errors or evidence of past
errors in their performance was in the participant’s discussion of transparency with their
communities. Each participant mentioned the need for transparency and authenticity in the

relationship of the pastor with their congregation. However, the need for transparency with
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their congregation was always presented with the caveat of being within reasonable
boundaries. “I think a pastor should be transparent but—a lot of people fear this word—but
guarded. I think that you have to allow people to see you as you are but I think you have to
be sensitive to where they are and how much of your transparency can they handle” Pastor
November 21yrs. In one sense, the pastor is to be at the full disposal of the congregation and
in another sense the individual needs to be selective about what they share with the
congregation. The pastor is to be open and authentic even though there might also be things
about the individual that the congregation does not have access to and does not need to know
about because either they couldn’t handle this information or the individual couldn’t handle
them with it.

The individual serving in the idealized role feels the need to be as transparent as
possible to benefit himself and the community. Many pastors in the study believed that
sharing their struggles with the congregation allowed the community to grow in their own
attainment of the community ideals because they would see themselves as more capable of
living like the pastor. Pastor Alphal3yrs says, “I think transparency. Usually we talk about
letting people know that you’re not perfect because you put up this impression like when you
fart it doesn’t stink and they think that you’re this holy person. But when we tell them ‘no’
[[’m not perfect] and all this stuff. And you always put the focus on Jesus. And then they
hear you go past it and think ‘Oh he’s just like me.” ” He felt it was necessary to demystify
his position in order to be more embraced by his community. He and other participants didn’t
believe in the need to merely manage any potential stigma through distant relationships but
instead thought the person in the pastorate should be as transparent as possible for the health

of the community as well as for their personal growth. “We’re all gonna struggle but you
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gotta network, you gotta put yourself in accountability. You gotta be in a situation where
you’re not more interested in hiding your struggles. Nobody likes they’re struggling with this
or that. It doesn’t make you feel good to share with someone even who’s not judging you.
But I think the whole lump of that; it just eats away at you even more” Pastor November
21yrs. The participants believed that “getting real” and sharing actual struggles as individuals
was an important step for continuing to serve in the performance of their role as the pastor.

The individual in the role of the pastor needs to be transparent as possible, however,
that transparency needs to be with limitations first for the safety of the congregation and then
for his own safety. Pastor John 14yrs explained how the safety of the congregation could be
compromised in a counseling situation if the pastor is too transparent. “Some leaders said,
"You don’t talk about negative things- you stay positive. You are there to help them; you’re
not there to get counseling from them.” And there’s a tinge of truth to that. Again, if you’re
doing it to receive help, you’re selfish and you’re not really there for that person.” To the
same point, Pastor Thomas 6yrs gave the picture of a ship captain not needing to get on the
overhead speaker and tell everyone the ways that he was failing as a captain and how
everyone on board needs to figure it out for themselves. Discussion to this point showed the
prominence of the belief that the idealized performance needs to appear without error or flaw
and is similar to the management of concealed stigma because the individual is keeping
relationships at a distance in order to better manage the impression that they are giving to
their audience (Stein 2009).

On the one hand, an important aspect of transparency for the idealized performance is
how it may impact the community. Limiting the transparency of the individual in the

idealized role some times protects the congregation from the pastor himself. “There’s a
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saying that transparency is the key to ministry,” says Pastor Deltal Syrs. ““.. once you can fake
that, you’ve got it made. Ok? What I am always aware of is that you can use authenticity to
manipulate.” Several participants mentioned the temptation of being in the role of power for
their community and using stories about their life to endear themselves to the community or
coerce their congregation in some way. This was a clear acknowledgement of the temptation
to indulge in the discrepancy that Goffman argued existed for an idealized performance to
use activity of their position to personally benefit. An example two participants actually gave
is how a pastor can tell about a situation where they had a tough decision and they decided to
do the right thing, which testifies to their holiness and increases the amount of trust the
congregation might have in them. That same pastor may not ever share a story of a time
when they did not make the right decision and did not do as they should. It’s for the sake of
the community the individual in the role of the pastor is more inclined to limit the access that
the congregation has to them or not share much about their lives with their congregation. The
individual serving as pastor might also choose to limit their transparency to hide a moral
failing that would hurt the congregation.

On the other hand, limiting the transparency of the individual also serves to protect
the individual that is in the role of the pastor from the community. One participant relayed
the story of a time he had asked a small group in the congregation for personal prayer in the
struggle he and his wife were having to conceive a baby and how the news spread through
the whole congregation and had people talking to his wife, asking her inappropriately
probing questions into their efforts of trying to have a child. Being transparent opened up his
family to an invasion of their privacy by the congregation that he served. What's more, the

individual in the pastorate believes they need to limit their transparency because the
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community is in control of their employment and are not often forgiving if the individual
compromises the role. Pastor Mikel lyr told a report he had heard about a youth pastor
confessing to the lead pastor about a struggle with pornography in an attempt to be fully
transparent and ended up being fired the same day. He wondered how any pastor could be
fully transparent when, “You hear those kinds of stories or you know that those happen to
people. How likely or you going to be willing to share some of your real struggles? Knowing
that any one of these things if somebody feels that these causes me to be found emotionally,
spiritual, morally unfit—my job’s done.” Transparency is almost a double-edged sword for
the individual in the idealized role of the pastor. It is necessary to be authentic for the
community to accept the performance but then it is also a personal danger for the individual
to open themselves up to hurt or painful attacks. This discrepancy of hiding all errors or
evidence of errors from their community appeared to be the most common of the struggles
for the pastors as each participant had various methods and practices for how much of their
flaws and personal lives they shared with their community.

Leading without power

Another caveat that impacts the interpersonal relationships for the individual in an
idealized role is the feelings of powerlessness toward actually influencing and leading their
community. This topic was only specifically addressed by a couple of the participants but
the sentiment was in some form in all of the interviews as the individual in the role of the
pastor feels they can only lead as the community allows them. Most of the participants
believed in a balance between the pressures of the congregation and the initial calling that
they felt toward the role. However, it is difficult to assess an imbalance in those priorities
because some decisions by the individual could be made or ignored subconsciously in

response to the expectations of the congregation. Pastor Mike 11yrs explains that a lot of the
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restrictions felt on the performance sometimes come from the individual just wanting to stay
in their position:

The expectations of what people are looking for in their pastor and it’s not always what they
tell you but what they’re looking for and you realize that your survival...If you don’t meet
some of those expectations, you probably won’t have a job very long. Which is no different
than any other job its just a little harder because you don’t always as a pastor or as a lead
pastor you don’t necessarily have one person whose telling you what to do... Well in a church,
it could be the Lord but in some respects it’s whoever those influential people are who may
have no position at all. So you may be trying to keep thirty people happy all at the same time.

The individual that has a strong desire or need to keep their role has to make an answer to the
pressure applied from more vocal members of their communities to shape their performance.
One participant compared the role of the pastor to that of the President and admitted that the
role is one where the higher you are in the organization, the more people underneath you
exercise authority over you. Individuals do not have sole control over their own performance
of the role because of the nature of the idealized role. Pastor William 7yrs contrasted his

position in the idealized role to that of a business executive,

“Typically a high level business executive gets to set their own schedule and they get
to hire and fire people and they can set the course of what they think is best for that
organization and make everyone else fall in line with that. Whereas, as a church leader
ultimately, you should be following what God wants for the church and it’s more... you
know, I guess leading without power in a sense because you know you’re just trying to
influence people to believe the message you believe and then to start serving alongside with
you.

For many of the participants, the loss of control over their performance is an act of
submission to their faith and was known in their initial decision to become a pastor. The lack
of individual control over the performance is actually embraced as an exercise in
strengthening the health of the community. Pastor Alpha 13yrs said that the individual must
release the claims they have on their performance for the health of the community. He quotes
the gospel of John saying that, “It’s wrestling forever in your mind why you do what you do.

And it’s not about you. It’s not about what you’re accomplishing... it’s all about Jesus. |
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think that’s the biggest thing. John said it, * may He increase, may I decrease.’” More often
the participants viewed releasing the control of their role as a selfless act of sacrifice on their
parts and argued that in this sense it was a positive thing for the individual to disappear from
the role as much as possible for the greater health of the community. In this instance the
participants are actually outside of Goffman’s interpretation of an idealized role because the
actor is taking the focus off of their performance even though their performance is
responsible for exemplifying the ideals of the community.

Nevertheless, the individual is still vulnerable to experiencing the pulls, strains, and
abuses of the congregation because of their idealized role. Pastor George31yr again makes
the comparison to another role in business when he said, “You know there are a lot of
injustices that occur in the ministry and it seems to me that in the workplace, you know there
are so many safeguards: human resource department, training on how you treat people...Well
in the ministry it’s not that way.” There are no safeguards for the individual in the pastorate
because of their role in the community and the hurts the congregation inflicts on the
individual can leave lasting impressions on the individual. Many of the participants reported
ways that congregants could hurt the pastor and admitted that it creates a lack of trust and a
barrier in their relationships toward their own community sometimes. Ultimately, the pastor
is to follow their initial calling to the role and allow members of the congregation to engage
the ideals of their community without being allowed to improperly influence the individual’s
performance of the role. This is one of the more internal struggles with the idealized role of
the pastor because the individual is expected to be unyielding in their obedience to the tenets
of their faith but they may be swayed and pressured to giving into the desires of their

communities. It is in this sense that the individuals come the closest to becoming the



34

“merchants of Morality”, what Goffman projected onto the performer of an idealized role,
placing the necessary qualities forward at the appropriate time in order to make a sale.

II. The demands on the individual
Leadership by example

Goffman believed that an inherent discrepancy in an idealized performance is the
pressure on the individual to always present a completed or finished performance to their
audience because the primary objective of the idealized performance is to project the highest
ideals and moral values of their community (Goffman 1959). The participants who served as
pastors reported that they felt held accountable by their community in the way they live and
the decisions they make because they have the perception that their decisions impact the
overall perception of Christianity. In fact, most of the participants believed it was a tenet of
leadership for the pastor to lead their communities by the example of their own lives.
Leading by example means that the pastor was to live his life attaining to the highest ideals
of their community and so inspire the congregation to do the same. This belief—that they
were living examples of the congregation’s moral ideals in their roles as pastor—was
welcomed as an opportunity and acknowledged as a weight and heaviness on their life

decisions. One pastor described it in this way:

I’m more aware that since I am a professional Christian, so to speak, and I’m supposed to lead
others and I want to. I enjoy that- I enjoy leading others on the path to follow Jesus but I’'m
very aware of that every day and that’s really an important thing. I need to continually be
growing in my faith and not just like, not just the standard things but like I need to be an
example in all things,... Growing in patience. Being gentle, being kind, and all the fruits of the
Spirit- that’s a big part of it and I really feel that as a good weight on me. As a good pressure
on me to grow in those things on a daily basis because it’s more than just what I say from my
podium or ya know whatever, it’s about what I do.” ~Pastor Charlie 12 years

Being mindful of the importance of his role to the community forces him to continue to grow
and improve in his position as the pastor and the performance of that role. This could mean

the elimination of things that are not against the ideals of the community but are considered
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improper or out of place for the pastor. Pastor Peter 10yrs said, “That transposes into other
areas of our life...there are certain things that I just won’t take part of, not because I think it’s
necessarily wrong, but because I want to live above reproach and I want to be an example.”
Another pastor agreed but believed that it was a goal and an expectation of the role to
highlight the ideals of the community, “The goal as the pastor should be that people are
going to say, ‘Wow! That is an awesome man of God.” And they’re gonna look at you and
say, ‘Oh, that’s an awesome God that he serves, too.”” Pastor Alpha 13yrs.

Attempting to live as a finished example for the congregation had strong
ramifications for the family life of the individual. One pastor gave the example of bible
college students getting married in school when they may have done otherwise because
churches are unlikely to hire a single pastor to serve at their congregation. Another

participant talked about the difficulties of living as an example with children:

“You try to make your children examples and that’s not a good thing for your children. They
don’t want to be the examples. So, that’s kind of a rough deal for kids- having to grow up in
the pastor’s home because they know, well you can’t go out and do this because ya know.
You can’t do that, don’t want anybody to see you do that. So, it’s kind of difficult.” Pastor
Quebec 47yrs

These individual struggles were viewed as necessary to present a complete product in their
performance of the pastoral role. Conversely, there were three participants that viewed the
position as pastor on a pedestal as something constricting for the growth of the individual and
possibly for the growth of the community. This is consistent with findings by Mueller and
McDuff (2004) about growth being necessary for job satisfaction of professional ministers.
Furthermore, these participants shared why they believed a finished example for the idealized
role could be negative for the community as well. Pastor Delta 15yrs said, “The flipside of
that being on a pedestal is people tend to, I think, want to transfer to you the role of spiritual

whatever. So ‘if I'm not doing it, fine! But at least they’re doing it on our behalf.’ It’s kind of
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the priest model of, “Well, if he’s not having sex and doing all this stuff, then I’ll just go
confess to him and somehow that all works and I can do whatever I want to do.”” He felt that
setting up the pastor as a supreme example might ultimately be unhealthy for individual
members of the congregation because they would feel like if the pastor was meeting the
moral expectations of the community it was okay for other members to fall short. The
idealized role of the pastor could also create organizational issues because the centerpiece of
the community is supposed to be their faith and not the individual serving in the pastorate.
This could also be interpreted as the first discrepancy inherent to idealized performances as
activity that generates personal gain when the pastor enjoys the attention of being elevated in
the community. To this end, multiple participants said it is important for the individual to
remember in order to avoid disturbances in the community and major fall out in the event of
a pastor moving on from the congregation or having a moral failing. “I think sometimes
pastors lose the big picture. It’s not their church. [They say it’s] my church. I’'M the pastor of
MY church. They might be a pastor, the lead pastor but it really is... the church belongs to
God, it belongs to Jesus.” (Pastor George 31yrs). Leading by example is a key component of
the idealized performance being internalized for the pastor as the individual is representing
the ideals and morals of the community in bodily form and desires to present a complete and
finished product for the community to aspire to and emulate.

Every mule thinks his pack is the heaviest
All of the participants brought attention to the unique demands that the pastorate

makes on the individual. Most of the comments to this point focused on the all-
encompassing nature of the role on the individual’s time and energy as well as the amount of
control it can come to possess over the individual. “You never are “off” so to speak. A lot of

ministry happens after 8-5, so you can’t quantify like 40 hours; it’s a lifestyle job,” said
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Pastor John 14yrs. Other participants echoed with similar sentiments emphasizing the
constant demand on their time and energy throughout their occupation as a professional
minister. The participants described the role of the pastorate as a lifestyle and “not a 9-5
job,” and expressed feeling like they were “always available” to congregation members.
Taking on this role is often viewed more as a “calling” or a destiny rather than a career path
decided with pros and cons. The individual that takes on the idealized role feels a special
relationship to the role and feels an obligation to fulfill the calls and demands of the role as
needed. Several participants acknowledged this is as a positive aspect and relished in their
position. On the other hand, participants noted that the structure of the role could exert
certain restrictions on the individual and almost provides the community with the potential
for increasing control over their performance. Pastor Thomas 6yrs describes this structural

component while comparing the pastoral role to another job:

“There’s a certain element of control they have over my life that another job wouldn't have.
And that’s because, not only is my financial, my spiritual but my social life is all tied into this
one organization. And if [ were to leave or to want to quit. My ability to quit this current job
is so much less... its so much harder you know and less than it would be if I were working
another job. I’ve quit other jobs before I became a pastor and didn't feel badly you know. I did
my best, said goodbye and moved on, but you cant really do that when everything you are is
caught up.... | mean my house is parsonage from the church. I’d have to figure out how to
take care of a house and my family and economics and get new friendships.”

Participants also mentioned specific demands on their performance of the role and
how that could become overwhelming at times. A recurring example was the requirement
for the pastor to have some knowledge or general expertise in lots of different fields
seemingly unrelated to their own profession. Pastor Quebec of nearly 50 years in the
pastorate wished that he had studied more things while he was in college. “Things I would
have studied more when [ was in college was first of all, how to become a mechanic, how to
become a roofer, how to become a carpenter, a plumber, an electrician...how to be an

accountant and all the stuff that goes on with the ministry is not just...I mean preaching is a
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very small part of the ministry.” Another example of the high demands was the requirement
for the individual in the pastorate to possess an outstanding relational capacity in dealing
with others. Some of the pastors felt like since they are called on to provide acute guidance
and wisdom for a variety of different life situations and conflicts for their congregation they
need to be superhuman in some way. One pastor proposed, “You know if a pastor went and
talked to an individual the way that we get talked to, we would get kicked out of our
congregations in moments. But yet each one assumes the opposite, that they can talk to a
pastor and throw everything on them as if they were a machine.” The individual in the
pastorate is relating to people in a different capacity than they might outside of that role and
context. Pastor Mikel lyrs said, “If I’'m truly a pastor you’re not just another parishioner.
You’re not just another patient. You’re not just another person. You’re someone I know.
Someone that I care about. You’re a person that I have a friendship with and relationship
with.”

The individual in an idealized role seeks to answer all the demands of their
performance for their community because a failure to meet all the demands of the role could
create a stigma on the individual. The pastor is constantly “on call” and makes themselves
available to their community in various ways because they want to avoid failing to maintain
the idealized performance of being a pastor. This demands of them to develop stronger
relational and social skills or they will succumb to that failure. The development and exercise
of these social skills are comparable to the individual with a concealed stigma that develops a
hypersensitivity to social interactions in order to maintain the concealment of their stigma

(Shih 2004).
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An additional element unique to the pastorate is the ambiguous and fleeting nature of
what success is in their role as the pastor. This often leaves a negative impression on the
individual that is responsible for the performance of their idealized role and can also lead to
defensive practices as argued by Shultz (1998) as the individual engages in self-promotion to
highlight ways they could be considered successful. Each participant was asked to describe
how they would describe a successful pastor and every one gave an original answer. Even
though they each had original answers, most of the participants included in their description
of a successful pastor an aversion to their performance being judged by the number of
members in the church or the amount of offering that is collected each week. “I know every
mule thinks their pack is the heaviest, but the real struggle I think with professional ministry
is, first of all, there’s not a good matrix for measuring success. That’s why we all count
numbers and noses” said Pastor Delta 15yrs. He also confided a habit he has formed of
blowing the leaves off the steps of the church building in order to counteract this dejecting
feeling. “This is the one thing I do all week that I see an immediate response. There were
leaves there before and now there aren’t leaves there.” Generally, the participants had no
exact measurement to determine their success. They only wanted to be obedient to their
calling and the reasons they initially decided to become pastors and hoped that they were
doing that.

If you're a pastor, you’re a pastor (More than a performance)

A characteristic of an idealized role is the expectation that there cannot be another
facet of the individual beyond what is publicly expressed in their performance (Lamont et al.
2000; Ytreberg 2002). This is true for the pastor, as a struggle exists to acknowledge a
separate identity from their role as the pastor but deny any real distinctions between the

individual and their performance of that role. When asked to speak more about this struggle,
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Pastor Peter 10yrs affirmed the notion that there should be no separation from the individual
and his role. “If you’re a pastor, you’re a pastor. And if you try to live a double life, you’re
living a lie. A pastor is not a job, period. A pastor is who you are...and I’'m not talking
about the essence of the job; I’m talking about the essence of a person.” This affirmation of
the unity between the individual and their role was consistent throughout the participant’s
interviews, even though several participants reported a need to separate their identity from
their role as the pastor.

One participant said, “When I go home, I’m not the pastor. I’'m the husband, I’m the
father, I’'m the grandfather. I’'m not the pastor. I just, I guess you just take that hat off. I don’t
know how...” Pastor Quebec 47yrs. Others had a more difficult process, “I say look, I spent
a year in counseling because this church was killing me. Because this was what was driving
my identity. If you all showed up on Sunday I had a great week. If attendance was low, I had
a bad week and I realized that is dumb, that’s an idol in my life” Pastor Delta 15yrs. Each
participant shared ways that they had learned to separate themselves from the title and the
work of the pastor but there was still a negative connotation associated with dividing the
individual from the performance of their role. Pastor Thomas 6yrs confessed that he’d
actually been rebuked for talking about any divide, “saying that I feel like you... can’t take
off arole. In some ways that would mean that [ am putting on a role. And I’m living in this
fake reality. And so being rebuked by saying, ¢ You shouldn’t be two different people. You
should be [Thomas]. And you should... do your role and be 100 percent’ and so I definitely
agree with that. I’m not trying to say I want to be a fake person and so it gets really

confusing.”
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In a similar way, each participant varied on how much they believed an individual in
the pastoral role can have a separate identity away from their congregation and what should
and shouldn’t be shared. Pastor George 31yrs said, “My identity is not, as a man of God and
as one called to serve the church, it’s not in that church. Therefore, the struggles that I have
and the issues that I’'m working through and my challenges and my victories aren’t always
going to be those in my personal life that I’'m going to share with the church.” All of the
participants believed that it was not good for a pastor to share the specific details of current
struggles or conflicts with the congregation while serving at the church because it would not
be beneficial for the community or for them. This directly correlates with an inherent
discrepancy of the idealized role that Goffman (1959) identified as not allowing the
individual to display any errors or evidence that there had been errors in the past attaining to
the idealized performance. Pastor November 21yrs said, “I think you don’t always
communicate what’s going on in some cases because people are unsure how to react...
there’s a certain element of privacy that you have to have as a pastor. For protection of your
family as some people can’t handle information. It’s like a good secret, you know, ‘I know
this and I’m not meaning to do anything’. Maybe some intend to be hurtful and some not. It’s
just a lot of immaturity sometimes with a lot of situations.” While most pastors reported to
withholding their struggles and challenges in keeping with the discrepancy identified by
Goffman, participants recognized how concealing their lives could be just as unhealthy in the

end. Pastor Charlie 12yrs framed the argument in this way:

We all filter; I filter every day. I’'m not totally honest with everybody, ya know? I mean cause
we all want to be seen as better than we are and pastors struggle with that just as much as the
next person and sometimes more because they feel like they have to have this perfect persona;
they have to represent perfection to people. And that often ends up, not often, it always ends
up hurting the pastor and it always ends up hurting the congregation because he’s not
authentic with himself and he’s not authentic with who he’s leading- so I think that that’s
bad.”
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The root of this conflict might be how the individual can come to see themselves second to
the performance of the role for their congregation.

The individual can come to see themselves second to their role in the community in
several ways. Individuals believe they must maintain their performance through various
settings and interactions because that is more important to the community than who the
individual actually might be. This causes the individual to make significant personal
sacrifices in order to be the pastor for his congregation. One participant shared a story of a
mentor who wore a shirt and tie every day from when he got dressed in the morning until he
went to bed at night, including when mowing the lawn, because members of his congregation
may come to visit. Pastor Johnl4yrs shared the story of his debate over returning early from
a planned out-of-state vacation with his family in order to attend a funeral for one of his
congregants. He ultimately didn’t feel released from the obligation until the congregant
forgave him in advance for missing the memorial service.

This relationship of the individual to the role is most highlighted when the individual
is responding to perceived expectations from their community. Again Pastor Thomas 6yrs
adds, “I think the congregation expects the pastor to be in their lives, at their weddings and
funerals and parties...each pastor individually still has an expectation to be there and to be
there in the pastoral role. Nobody really expects the pastor to be at their wedding and parties
in a carefree role. So you can never take off your title.” The individual may not feel like they
are wanted as much by their congregation as their role as the pastor is wanted. In this way,
the pastor is displaying the last discrepancy of an idealized performance Goffman identified
when the idealized performance will publicly highlight some ideals at the private expense of

others. The pastor is expected to be friendly and carry on significant relationships with his
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congregation though they mostly interact with congregants through their role as the pastor.
At times the individual can also feel less connected to their performance and reaching away
from themselves to meet more of the demands of their community since the idealized role of
the pastor is considered more valuable than the individual. Pastor Peter 10yrs both
acknowledged and questioned the virtue in stretching himself to meet expectations in the

performance of the role:

I do think at times the pastor gives off a persona, I mean I probably do myself at points but I
don’t know. Because you probably feel the expectation of what they feel, so you wanna get
that per se, if you feel like that person has that expectation of you for certain areas then you
want to be that person for that person as much as you can. [Chuckles] And not saying that
it’s the right thing but you know, I think that it is easily done at times, you know, we allow
ourselves to, you know, put our persona on.

The interview participants believed that the individual needed to have some identity that is
separate from the performance of their role as the pastor but this private life should not
contradict their performance as the pastor. According to Pastor John 14yrs, “Yes, they must
or they will not have a public ministry. But, I would say they do not have a right to private
sin, but they have a right to a public and private life. But it’s hard to distinguish the
difference—the pastor who is required to have a good marriage can’t just divorce his wife
and cheat on his wife and say, ‘Well this is my private life or this is my, ya know, public
ministry.”” Therefore the individual is allowed a “private life not private sin” away from their
role. This distinction still serves to reinforce the importance of the performance of the role
over the individual serving in the pastorate.

Ultimately, the idealized performance of the pastorate places significant expectations
on the individual who chooses to take up this role. Chief of these expectations is the toll that
living as a finished product and an example of Christianity for their community without

evidence of errors takes on the individual and their family. Also, the unique demands of
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being “called” to such a specific position in the community and answering to all of the
unique expectations and necessary requirements to successfully fulfill the role of the
pastorate. Last, the expectations and stress that are associated with the intricate relationship

that the individual must have with their identity under the idealized role in their communities.



V. CONCLUSION

According to Erving Goffman, social interactions are comparable to a drama on the
stage where the projected self is the front stage and the retreat from the public projection is
the back stage. Individuals perform a role in social interactions depending on their
relationship to the present audience. Certain performances can become institutionalized
meaning that these roles come with prescribed behaviors and expectations. Institutionalized
roles where the performance is attaining to exemplify the highest ideals of the community are
known as an idealized role. Goffman (1959) believed that in the performance of a role, the
individual as an actor could become so familiar with the demands and expectations of their
role that they are separated both from their performance and the audience of his or her
community. In this way, the individual could become a “merchant for morality” presenting
the necessary performance for view when it is necessary and ignoring it when inconvenient.
The idealized role may be particularly vulnerable to conduct this manipulation because of the
heightened importance of their performance to their community (Creelan 1984; von Hippel
2005). The professional minister fits the profile of the idealized role because the pastor is a
pillar of the church community and their role is subject to the expectations of the
congregation and the pastor must live up to the ideals and morals of his community.

The focus of this study was to explore the complex relationship of the individual to
their idealized role through in-depth interviews with professional ministers. The information

found in these interviews provides some new insights for the sociological community on
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individuals in highly publicized positions and makes a greater utility of dramaturgical
sociology in understanding how individuals view their social interactions. Even though
quantitative data can provide greater generalizability for conclusions across a broad range of
platforms, this qualitative study gives a deeper description of the perspectives, thoughts, and
feelings of individual’s that live with this role. This study cannot be used to generalize to
every pastor and every idealized role because of it’s specificity to the professional minister of
the Assemblies of God denomination but it can serve to draw attention to common themes
experienced by these individuals in positions responsible to their communities and highlight
other commonalities that exist among these populations.

An aspect of the relationship of the individual toward their idealized role that was
highlighted in this study is how the participants had come to view the inherent discrepancies
of the idealized role. The participants acknowledged that the discrepancies of the idealized
role were real for their performance but the conflict was seldom viewed as entirely
destructive for the performance. An example of this is when an individual must perform
certain tasks that are not in keeping with the performance in order to maintain the idealized
performance (Tseelon 1992). This was brought to life for this study in the perspectives
expressed on the limitation of transparency and authenticity with which the individual
interact with members of their community. The pastor is expected to be highly relational with
everyone in their community and yet a separation exists between them and their congregation
that the individual maintains through concealing present struggles or conflicts. The
participants believed this was necessary in order to stay healthy for their role. Also, how the
individual acknowledges the ways that their performance is not valid through these

discrepancies. For most, an acceptance of their shortcomings fuels the individual in an
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idealized role on to reconcile themselves even more with the performance because this will
exemplify the ideals of the community. The pastor is often involved in the intimate details of
congregants’ lives while the same intimacy is not reciprocated because of the idealized role
of the pastor. It is fitting for a pastor to show strength and advise during situations when the
individual away from the performance may be ill equipped or unprepared to provide counsel
but an ignorance can be overcome and used for an illustration later after the situation has
past.

The participants in the study also displayed how much an individual in an idealized
role is aware of their performance to their community and the need that exists for their role.
Their performance was viewed as leadership through example. The idealized role is to
embody the ideals of the community and the individual is also striving for those ideals and
desires to be that display just as much as the community expects it of them. The participants
did not ignore the weight of the performance but considered it an honorable duty because of
the call they accepted to the role. An idealized performance is demanding on the actor but
individuals are also demanding the best performance of themselves.

An additional insight from the participants in this study was how they believed that a
part of their role as the pastor was to deny their own importance and point toward the faith
and ideals of the community. This was outside the purview of the idealized role developed by
Goffman and may be unique to leaders in various belief-based communities. The individual
in the idealized performance of the professional minister must live as both a visible example
and a humble servant of the community nearly invisible in the presence of the tenets and

objects of the article.
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This study could be used as a reference for consultant work in communities with
clearly defined idealized roles that shape and influence the community. This study and other
investigations into how individuals connect with their role in an idealized performance can
help to counsel those individuals and assist them in establishing boundaries with their
communities and healthy responses to expectations placed on them. Future works could
extend the purpose of this study in exploring the relationship of the individual toward an
idealized performance using the precepts developed by Erving Goffman in his work on
dramaturgical sociology. Dramaturgical sociology could be especially astute in approaching
and explaining social interactions in our present day of hyper reflexive media where
individuals increasingly communicate through digital means and are capable of greater
methods of impression management on the Internet.

I believe this research could be continued with investigations into other idealized
roles such as politician, doctor, teacher or lawyer where individuals are responsible to bear
the ideals of their community. Continuing research could also delve into the perspectives of
individuals that do not qualify for their desired idealized role as it should be noted that some
idealized performances are prohibitive to different races, genders or certain ideologies
depending on the community and the specific role. Next, quantitative methods could be
added to this study to increase the generalizability of the findings and extend the
understanding of the metaphor of the idealized performance for the role of the pastor. This
study could be supplemented by ethnographic study in observance of how community
members interact with the idealized role bearer in their congregations. Last, the study of
idealized performances could be looked at through different theoretical perspectives outside

the influence of Goffman and Dramaturgical sociology. Adding such an element could



complete a fuller circle to the description of the interaction with the idealized performance

and its meaning for the whole community.
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APPENDIX A
First I would like to thank you for volunteering to help me with my thesis project and for
arranging to meet me for this interview today. During the interview I will ask you some
questions about your experiences as a pastor and your thoughts, as a pastor, about the role of
the pastor toward their congregation and what that means for the individual. Are there any
questions that you might have for me before we start?

The first section of the interview are more demographic questions about your time in the
ministry...

How long have you actually been or were you a professional minister?

How many churches have you worked for? And how long at each?

What was the average congregation size in each of the churches you served at?

That’s all I need for the demographics. Now I wanted to ask you several questions
about your own calling to the ministry and what it has meant for you.

Why did you initially decide to become a pastor?

Why Assemblies of God?

What do you feel being a pastor means to you and what does your role mean for your family?
What do you feel is the role of a pastor?

How would you compare being a pastor to being of another profession?

What do you think is expected of an ideal or the ‘perfect pastor’?

How would you compare yourself to the ‘perfect pastor’ image?

Was there ever a time when you personally disagreed with something that was expected of a
pastor?

How do you manage the pressure to conform to the expectations of a pastoral role?

50



Staying with the role of the pastor, I wanted to ask you some questions related to the
relationship of the pastor towards the congregation....
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How do you think a member of your congregation would describe an ideal or perfect pastor?

Could you describe any pressure you may feel from the congregation to be that ideal and
‘perfect pastor’?

What do you think is the role of the pastor toward their congregation? And how important
do you think that pastoral role is to a congregation?

How much can a congregation dictate the role of the pastor?

How much power do you think congregations should have in defining what they expect of
their pastor and how active are/were you in shaping the expectations of a pastor for your
congregation?

What are some other expectations do/did you feel from your congregation as their pastor?

Could you describe a time maybe that you failed to meet the expectations of a congregant
and they let you know about it?

How responsible do you think the pastor is for how he is perceived by his congregation?
How much attention should he give to his perception in the community?

I’d like to narrow our focus more and talk about how the role of the pastor can affect
individuals serving as pastors...

Do you distinguish a private life from your public life as a pastor?
If you make a distinction, how do you separate your private life from your
public life as a pastor?

In general, do you think it’s positive or negative for a pastor to have a private life away from

his congregation?
How did/do you decide what you share about your personal life with your congregation?

What pressure do you think exists for a pastor to hide their faults or failings?
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Are there some ways that pastors, specifically, hide their faults or failings from their
congregations?

What would you define as a failing for a pastor? What should disqualify an individual from
remaining as a pastor?

How does the moral failing of a pastor affect the individual? the individual’s family? the
congregation?

How does a pastor typically handle a failing and how do you think a pastor should handle a
personal moral failing?
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