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Bud Clarkson:  Hello everyone and welcome to the Emotionally
Intelligent Pastor: Dealing with Difficult People, an interview with Dr.
Chuck DeGroat, author of Toughest People to Love. 

Your host today is Dr. Jeannie Miller-Clarkson, Christian psychologist and
founder of Christian Care Connection Counseling Center in Toledo, Ohio. 

Dr. Jeannie is also a coach and trainer helping clergy develop new insights
into emotional intelligence and effective Christian leadership and ministry. 

You can learn more about Jeannie and her emotionally intelligent pastor
programs at www.jeanniemillerclarkson.com or you can follow her on Twitter
@jeannieclarkson or on Facebook at Jeannie Miller-Clarkson. So, be sure to
visit the website and sign up for the free weekly email training if you’ve not
already done so.

Today, Jeannie is going to interview Dr. Chuck DeGroat and we will also try
to answer some of your questions a little bit later on.

Dr. DeGroat is a sought-after speaker and author with valuable and highly
relevant information to share for pastors. So let me recommend that you put
aside distractions, get a pen and paper or an electronic device to take notes
and let us have your undivided attention. 

So, Jeannie, if you’re ready, I’m just going to go ahead and turn things over to
you.

http://www.jeanniemillerclarkson.com/
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Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  Thank you, Bud. And welcome everyone who’s
on the call and who’s joined us. I am so excited that you were able to join us
today. 

As Bud said, we were praying earlier. We were just praying that God will give
you what you’re searching for and give you some of that today. 

I know each of you are on the forefront of ministry and doing exciting things,
and I’m excited that you’re here with us today. 

I am so pleased today to have this opportunity to speak with Dr. Chuck
DeGroat, author of Toughest People to Love: How to Understand,
Lead and Love the Difficult People in Your Life - Including
Yourself. 

Chuck DeGroat is professor of Pastoral Care and Counseling at Western
Theological Seminary in Michigan. For 20 years, Chuck has worked at the
intersection of pastoral ministry, clinical counseling and seminary education.
He has started 2 church-based counseling centers and written 3 books. 

Chuck has also been married for 22 years to Sarah and they have 2 teenage
daughters. Chuck, welcome to this call.

Chuck DeGroat:  Thank you so much, Jeannie.
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Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  So, we will go ahead and get started and Chuck,
my—the first thing that comes to mind is your book, Toughest People to
Love. Why did you write the book? What inspired you?

Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah. After I wrote my first book, Leaving Egypt:
Finding God in the Wilderness Places, I was blogging quite a bit and I
did a series on loving difficult people and that series included loving addicts,
loving narcissists, loving borderlines, labels that we use in the psychological
world, but that’s labels that people might not be as familiar with. 

But I think the blog series resonated with people and I had a number of
pastors and ministry leaders saying, “I’m seeing people in my church in these
blogs. I’m seeing myself in these blogs. And would you write something in
greater depth so that we can understand—so that we can understand how to
do the work of ministry well, how to care for these people but also how to
protect ourselves and do our own work.”

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  That is so awesome. Working with difficult
people does seem to be the thing that I keep hearing from pastors over and
over as well.

Chuck DeGroat:  Right.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  I’ve been very intrigued by the image on your
book cover.

Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  And those of you—you may have seen it when
you signed up, but it’s a red inflated balloon and it looks like it’s just about to
touch down on—I don’t know if it’s a bed of nails or a bed of needles. What is
that? And what does that represent?
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Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah. Well, you know, many people don’t know this but
authors don’t have a lot of control over the title of their books or the images
that go on the cover.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  Oh, really?

Chuck DeGroat:  And so—and so, they had an initial cover that was kind of
boring and we went back and forth and what they came up—Eerdmans
Publishing came up with this wonderful cover that represents as I would see
it the inflated ego, the inflated false self you might call it. 

I’m thinking of Isaiah 30 right now in this passage where the sin of Israel is
described as a high wall cracked and bulging and almost like the pressure is
too much against the wall and it’s about to burst, but in this case, it’s a
balloon. 

It’s like our egos have inflated but in that state, even though we might be
coping and compensating in ways that seem to be helping us, we’re so fragile.
And with just the slightest pinprick, we might explode and we all know—
we’ve been in places like this, you know. 

I’m thinking about when my kids were younger. In the mornings, when we
were trying to get them ready and, you know, your hands are clenched and
you’re just doing everything you can to get them out the door, and one little
thing can set you off, one little pinprick can set you off. So that’s the picture
of it. Yeah.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  That’s such a poignant image. It reminds me of
what you said in your book—well, in your title you said toughest people to
love including yourself, and then you also talk about understanding our own
story. What does it mean understanding our own story? And why is that
important?
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Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah. This is—this may be for me the most important
section in the book. You know, for the first two-thirds of the book, we’re
looking at others and then I kind of turned the table. 

The idea is think about this picture: You’re on an airplane and, you know, the
flight attendant comes over the speaker system and says, you know, “In the
event of an emergency, air masks will drop. Be sure to put the air mask over
your face” so that they can put the mask over their face, right? And so, in
other words, you’ve got to be breathing to help others breathe. 

And I think that what I see in myself, what I’ve seen in pastors who I’ve
worked with, leaders, what I see in my seminary students today is that many
of us learn it very early on in life to minimize our own needs and to care for
the needs of others. And we wake up one morning, it’s 35, 40, 45 years old
and we realized that we’re drowning. 

So it becomes time for us to do the work on our own lives to know ourselves,
to know our stories, to get to know our heart so that we can be healthy for the
sake of others.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  So, it’s important for me to be healthy before I
can work with difficult people effectively. Is that what you’re saying, Chuck?

Chuck DeGroat:  Absolutely. Absolutely.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  What would you say are the main principles in
your book, Loving Difficult People? What are the main things that I need to
know if I’m going to work with difficult people?

Chuck DeGroat:  Wow. Yeah. Well—

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  That’s a big question.
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Chuck DeGroat:  It’s a big question, yeah. I think the first thing I’d say is
that I didn’t want to write a recipe book. So if you’re looking for the recipe for
how to do step 1, step 2, step 3, you’re not going to find it. 

I wanted to cast the vision and one of the big pieces of the vision for me is
that people are both beautiful and broken. We are both image-bearers of God
and yet deeply wounded and broken in our lives. 

And if I hold those two realities in tension, it’s going to change the way I look
at someone. And so some of us have overly optimistic views of people and we
lean more on the side of the dignity and the beauty.

Others of us have overly pessimistic views. 

When I walk into a situation, I’ve got to hold both of those intention and so
on the one hand, I can say hard things that I needed to say; on the other
hand, I can have compassion. That was a big thing for me. I think we’ll
probably get into it at some point because this is the big theme of the book,
but the movement from folly to wisdom is another big thing for me, another
big theme. 

This idea that as we grow in Christ, we move toward wisdom. In other words,
we know our hearts, we know our stories, we know ourselves more deeply.
And to be of evil is to be disconnected from ourselves, disconnected from us. 

And so I wanted to introduce people to that idea of wisdom and foolishness,
false self and the true self so that we’d have a better sense of what
transformation looks like, this movement toward wisdom, this movement
toward self-knowledge.
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I think—I’ll just—I’ll give you three and then I’ll stop talking. The third would
be what we talked about just a minute ago and that would be your own
journey and the last chapter is a chapter on wholeheartedness. There’s this
movement toward greater oneness and worthiness in Christ. And, again, just
to reiterate what we said a moment ago, you’ve got to be on that journey and
I can’t say this enough because many, many leaders and pastors I talked to
will say, “Well, yeah, sure. I’m on that journey. I read books about these
things. You know, I try to say prayers about these things.” But more and more
as I get into the lives of pastors and leaders, what I’m realizing is that we lack
concrete practices or self-care for solitude, for contemplation, for self-
knowledge and so I’m talking more and more these days about what are the
practices for self-care.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  Awesome. And, you know, Chuck, back to that
beginning thing you said about casting a vision and seeing people as both
beautiful and broken, I was sitting here thinking what an awesome way that
is to see people and how that can affect how we relate to them if we could see
them in both of those lights.

Chuck DeGroat:  Absolutely. I mean I think that if you’re able to see—you
know, I’m a part of—in my Christian tradition, I’m a part of a larger tradition
called the reformed tradition and for better or for worse, there are things I
like about it and things I don’t. But one of the heroes of this tradition is John
Calvin and he’s known for a lot of different things, but one of the things he’s
not known for is this beautiful picture that he gives of walking down the road
and seeing a person in need. This person is as bad off as they can be and he
says, “Look at that person. Don’t look merely at the symptoms. Don’t look
merely at the pain or the problems. Look beneath to the dignity. Look
beneath to the image of God. That person is worth giving yourself and all of
your possessions,” he says. And I think that’s just a beautiful picture of
compassion from someone who’s not known as the most compassionate
fellow ever.
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Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  I think that point can’t be understated because
I think probably all people in ministry started out with that view of people,
but you know when we get into the busy-ness of everyday life and we’re
dealing with people over and over and especially if we’re dealing with some
people that are really difficult, we can forget about seeing them as the—in
that dignity and that image-bearer and that beautiful broken person and
restoring that it sounds like could be one big step to how we deal with
difficult people.

Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah. I think so.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  So, Chuck, as I was looking through your book,
I noticed that you divided things into some categories of difficult people. You
talked about dealing with addicts, about dealing with people who may be
personality-disordered. And you also mentioned a category called fools which
you mentioned a moment ago. 

So tell me more about this category of fools and how that would play out in
our churches.

Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah. Yeah, good question. And I think the categories that
you mentioned, I think one of the things I wish I would have said more
clearly in the book is that every one of these categories is trying to do the
same thing. They’re trying to put words around our disconnection, our soul
disconnection. 

So I think—when I think about the biblical idea of foolishness, I do think
about disconnection from God and from neighbor. Think of someone who
doesn’t know himself, someone who’s so disconnected, so living out of the
false self as Thomas Merton calls it, that they do life out of this artificial or
contrived self, this mask that they wear and they’re not in touched with the
core of their heart, what they truly love, what they truly long for.
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And I think that there’s a progression of foolishness. Think about it in terms
of a hurricane. There’s a category 1 hurricane all the way up to a category 5
hurricane. And so for some fools, the debris field is fairly small. And, you
know, like a difficult person who comes into your life and they stir things up
in a way that hurts perhaps a bit, pinches [0:14:43][Indiscernible]. And
so, a fool is a person utterly disconnected—I guess a category 5 fool, you
might say. Someone who’s utterly disconnected from true self in Christ.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  So, what kind—if there was somebody who I’d
say a category 4 or 5 in our church, give us an example of some things we
might see or what that debris field would be about.

Chuck DeGroat:  Sure, sure. Well, yeah. It can look like a number of
different things. I mean I think that when we’re dealing with folks like this,
they’re so disconnected from their true self that they’re incapable of
exhibiting the fruits of the spirit, you might say—kindness, self-control,
things like that. So what you will get is manipulation, power, gossip, talking
behind your back. I mean you’re going to get any number of—like an array of
different symptoms that make up this debris field. 

I think it’s important to say though that there could be situations like this
where you feel betrayed by someone. I know someone—if someone
manipulates you in a significant way, that can sort of be an aberration. It
might come out of a particular situation that the person is going through. 

What I’m talking about here when I think about fools at that kind of category
4, 5 level, I think about a pattern of behavior that started a long time ago that
emerges out of the brokenness of their stories. And so, that tells me, number
one, there’s a lot going on here that can’t be fixed with a wave of magic wand
or, you know, a harsh email from a pastor. And I think number two, if it
emerges out of their story, there must be pain in their story somewhere, like
how are they hurt? And so that gives me some compassion on the person.
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Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  So, Chuck, you talked about loving the fool. So,
a pastor may have someone who’s creating this debris field of control and
manipulation. And I’m thinking loving them at that moment might be
difficult. 

How—do you have some thoughts about how can a pastor really love that
person? And can it make a difference?

Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah, yeah. This is tricky and this is where the book isn’t
a recipe book. And I think in part what I’m trying to do is I’m trying to hold
the tension of scripture here too because I don’t think scripture is a clear fire
answer. 

I’m thinking of Proverbs 26 where the writer says “Do not answer a fool
according to his folly or you will be just like him. Answer a fool according to
his folly or you will be wise in his own eyes.” 

So, if you’re listening carefully, you’re hearing him say, “Don’t answer him or
you could be just like him. But if you answer him, you’ll be wise in his own
eyes.” Like there’s a contradiction here, like what do we do? Do we not
answer him? Do we answer him? Do we respond to the email? Do we not
respond to the email? 

And it seems as if even the writer of Proverbs is dealing with the tension. I
think it’s—how do you do it? Wisely, carefully. 

I think if we’re dealing with a category 1 or 2 kind of person, you might be
able to sit down with them and share with them how you’re experiencing
them.
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In other words, I’m thinking of a conversation I had a few years ago with
someone in that scenario where I said—I asked permission. I said, “May I just
share with you how I’ve been experiencing you lately?” And I said in this
particular person—well, this is how I described it. I said, “When you come in
to a room, it feels as if we all shrink and you’re incredibly large and we’re just
sort of blown over by the power of your whim, and it’s really hard to know
how to talk to you at times. Have you ever gotten feedback like this before?” 

So you see in that situation, my approach was to ask for permission and to
give him a kind of gentle picture of what I’m experiencing and asked “Have
you heard that before?”

I think it’s a lot harder when you’re dealing with someone at that category 4
or 5 level as we’ve been talking about because the blow-back can be
significant. And oftentimes, as I’ve experienced people like this in churches,
my first job as a pastor is to protect others from this person. 

And so if this person is abusive or manipulative or a con artist—I just—in fact,
I let a pastoral care class at seminary last week and we had a number of
different stories from students from their internships in which they were
describing people just like this saying, you know, “What do I do?” And my
emphasis is always on protect others first and then we’ll have the sort of find
a way to address this person, but it’s never going to be clean. It’s always going
to be messy because they will push back. Their personality is sort of
necessarily oppositional. So you’re going to have to protect yourself and care
for yourself. And as a leader, you’re going to have to see your therapist and do
your own work.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  How do you protect the others in the church
from them? I mean I know that’s not a one-size-all answer, but I thought
maybe you’d give us a couple thoughts.
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Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah, yeah. Yeah, it’s not, but I mean I think—I’ll give you
a couple of different examples I hope. I’m thinking of one example where I
was working and ministering in San Francisco and we had someone coming
in who was a part of a ministry there that we led, someone with severe
addiction issues who had relapsed and was using coming to church as an
opportunity to get money or perhaps even to get substances from other
addicts at the church. And we literally had to have 2 or 3 men from the
church serve as bouncers if you know that concept at a bar, you know,
essentially to standup side and to monitor to make sure that that person
wouldn’t come in. That’s a very extreme example.

I mean I think—I think of situations that I’ve been in where I’ve had to have
some hard conversations with family members, where I’ve had asked them to
step back from relationship with an addict or relationship with a person in
the church so that that person could actually sort of be on his own to deal
with his stuff to the point where hopefully he’ll come to the end of himself.
You know, oftentimes, it looks like very hard, honest “family conversations”
within the church. And these are conversations we’re very uncomfortable
having but I’ve had to have them at different points along the line with small
groups, churches where I served. 

Because our default is compassion and I remember sitting with a small group
at one point saying, “Hey, we need to step away from this person who has
been causing a problem in our group. He’s a master manipulator and we’re all
being impacted.” And I remember one of the women in the group saying, “But
that’s not loving to the person. It would be unloving for us to invite him back
because we’ll just get sucked back in to the vortex of his hurricane wind. We
need him to feel the effects of his disconnection from our community so that
he can have some space and time to think about what he’s lost, the impact of
his actions.” 

And so, yeah, you’re right to say that it’s not the one-size-fits-all but it’s
definitely something we need to take with utmost seriousness.
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Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  That is so much wisdom, Chuck, and I thank
you for those specific examples that you’ve given us. And I agree with what
you said that it’s going to get messy. It seems like it takes a lot of finesse and
probably good support and feedback for the pastor to really intervene in some
difficult situations like that.

Chuck DeGroat:  Absolutely.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  Before we let time get away from us too much,
we did have a couple of questions that some of our listeners had pre-sent us.
So I would just go ahead and ask you those.

Chuck DeGroat:  Sure.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  The first one is how to deal with people who
can only agree if they are in control? Do you have some how-to for this,
pastor?

Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah. Yeah. If they’ll only agree if they’re in control, that’s
—again, that’s so difficult. And I don’t have a how-to. I have a story and I
think stories are helpful. 

I’m thinking of an elder board where there was a sort of a dominant elder on
that elder board who had to be in control. It’s a great way of describing it. I
had to sort of finish everyone else’s sentences. I had to make sure that the
church and the theology of the church was on his trajectory. What the elder
board did for a long time with this person was to avoid.

Everyone was talking about him, but no one was having a hard conversation
with him. And so, you can imagine, there are two extremes. At times, other
elders were just passive and didn’t engage. At other times, they would come
to wit’s end and someone might oppose him and then it would get into a
battle, and it was a battle that you couldn’t win with this person because he
was always right.
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And so, one of the women on the elder board—it was a really beautiful thing.
She was the one—and this is similar to what I said just a moment ago, so I
hope it reinforces something. She had the wisdom to step up and say, “May I
just reflect to you some of what I’ve been experiencing from us as a group?”
So, in other words, she didn’t put it solely on him. She said, “May I reflect on
the dynamic that I’ve seen in the group here? It seems as if—” and this is just
a summary. She said, “It seems as if, John, you come in here, you’ve got some
really good thoughts. You know, you’re smart. You’re well-educated. You tend
to be an expert on different points of polity, and I’m really, really grateful for
what you bring. But sometimes it can feel like a lot and it can feel like you
lack curiosity.

And I think on the other hand, there are times when others of us want to
speak up, but I think that there’s a lot of fear in the room and we’re not
willing to speak up and I’m not sure what that’s about, but I wondered, do
any of the rest of you sense what’s going on?” And it was almost like—
imagine that balloon again, but maybe the air was let out slowly and the room
just sort of relaxed because there was a wise person in the room, this
wonderful elder and she was able to sort of name the dynamic.

And I think what occurred in a situation like that was a couple of the others
were able to say, “You know, I have to confess my own passivity, my own
inability to speak to John” – and that’s not his real name – “but, John, I got
to tell you that at times, I think a part of my passivity at least, it’s mine to
own but at least a part of it is that you seem to always have to have the last
word, and I wonder if you’ve noticed that about yourself.” And there was this
wonderful opportunity for John to engage curiously about how he was
coming off in the group and it took 2 or 3 meetings, but John actually got to a
place where he was fairly repentant. He got it, to some degree, at least I
think. 

And so, it’s exceedingly difficult but I hope that what you see in this story is
that it takes—I think it takes a ton of willingness for a group of people even to
own—their own contribution to the mess. That’s my feeble attempt, Jeannie.
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Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  Wow. That was a great story, a great story with
a happy ending.

Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah, yeah.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  So I have another question from the group,
from our listener. It’s how—this is another how-to question again. 

How can you work with someone who takes a personal offense at every
critique, maybe even starts crying super easy?

Chuck DeGroat:  Yeah. Yeah. Well, you know, here again, I think that part
of the approach has got to be an approach of compassion and curiosity. 

In other words, I think that when I hear something like that, just like the
other question, what we’re responding to is the debris field. 

So on the first question, the debris field is controlled. 

You know, in the second one, it’s a sensitivity and a neediness. But you’ve got
to remember that there’s more going on in the heart of that person. There’s a
story there. 
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And so, I want to move in the direction of that person with curiosity. So here
again - this is how - I'll give you an example of how many people deal with
that.

"Why are you so sensitive? How come every time I say something to you, you
cry or get so sensitive? I'm not trying to do that to you. Why are you taking it
that way?"

That would be an example of how not to do it, right?

I think a different a different picture is, "Hey, can I give you a bit of feedback
on how I'm experiencing you lately? It seems that as we're spending time
together, things are stirring up in you and I'm not entirely sure what's going
on. I've seen tears in your eyes and it appears that you've taken offense to
some of the things I've said. And I want to make sure that I'm not missing
something. So, how are you doing? What's going on with you?"

You see, the second approach is an approach of compassion and curiosity. I'm
not saying that it might not get to a point where you need to have a harder
conversation if you're a leader or that person may need to get fired. But I do
think that approaching it from a place of compassion and not opposition is
really important.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  Thank you, Chuck. That was awesome wisdom.
You wrote another book that came out this year I saw called
Wholeheartedness. Can you tell us just briefly, you know, what that book is
about?
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Chuck DeGroat:  Sure. Well, so when Toughest People was published and
when it was out there for a while, I was surprised to get a stream of feedback
that was pretty consistent and that feedback was, “Hey, I really love the book.
And then we got to this last chapter and you left me wanting so much more. I
was so curious about this concept of wholeheartedness. Have you written
anything else on that?” And so, I thought—I went back to the publisher and
we had a conversation about it. I thought that might be the follow-up book.
Wholeheartedness, the idea there is it gives that where we begin our
conversation today. What does health look like in me? And not just health as
defined psychologically, but health in the context of the Christian story.

And I think for me the language of wholeheartedness gets it a couple of
different things. One, it’s language that people are using more and more
nowadays. It’s interesting. Back in 2009 I think it was, a University of
Houston researcher named Brené Brown did a TED talk that now has been
watched some 26 million times. She talks about vulnerability and
wholeheartedness. And I remember listening to that thinking, “Well, there it
is. You’re on to it. That’s exactly what the Christian story invites us into.” But
I did not want that idea to be hijacked by—I don’t like this language, but I
kind of a secular worldview, for lack of a better way of saying it. I wanted to
reorient it within the Christian story to say that this represents the
experience of oneness and worthiness in Christ and it’s not something we can
conjure up on our own, but it’s something that we find in and through our 3
steps forward, 2 steps back, falling upward journey with Christ and so that’s
where that books goes, this vision of wholeheartedness in our lives, the
maturity and transformation.

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  Thank you so much, Chuck, for being here with
us today and talking about your work and some of the main concepts you
have for pastors in your book, Toughest People to Love.

Chuck DeGroat:  Sure.
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Bud Clarkson:  All right. So, Jeannie, this is Bud. Should we go to the
question and answer section now?

Jeannie Miller-Clarkson:  Yes, let’s do that.

Bud Clarkson:  All right. Well, before we do that, I just want to say thank
you, Chuck. Thank you, Jeannie. I know I’ve learned so much today. There’s a
lot to take away. For me, approaching difficult people with both compassion
and curiosity are going to be some landmarks for me to implement my own
life in the future. And I just thank you for this very helpful information.

So this has been the Emotionally Intelligent Pastor: Dealing with
Difficult People, an interview with Dr. Chuck DeGroat, author of
Toughest People to Love.

For more information about emotionally intelligent pastoring, visit
www.JeannieMillerClarkson.com


