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to overlook or undervalue simply because they are not 
“one of us.” Elijah and Elisha came to the aid of strang-
ers and in so doing revealed what it means to be true 
followers of God. 

A Roman Centurion: Matthew 8:5-13
 A Roman centurion, the ultimate outsider and 
representative of the conqueror whose army occupied 
the land of Israel, was someone whose request a Jewish 
rabbi would certainly have ignored. Yet a centurion ap-
proached Jesus on behalf of a servant, (who could have 
come from any of the nations that were under Roman 
rule), who was sick and suffering at home. Without wait-
ing to be asked, Jesus agreed to accompany that Roman 
centurion to his house and cure the servant. The centu-
rion declined Jesus’ offer. He recognized, it seems, that 
Jesus also possessed authority,  so all the Lord needed 
to do was speak the words—give the order—and the 
healing was assured. Jesus exclaimed surprise, “Truly 
I tell you, in no one in Israel have I found such faith” 
(v. 10). Perhaps the only thing greater than the faith of 
that centurion was the divide that Jesus crossed when he 
agreed to heal that servant—a vast ethnic, political and 
religious divide. 

So we may still ask, how should modern churches 
respond to the presence of people just outside our 
doors? Prayerfully, the answer is that we will follow 
the example of our Lord who was ready without any 
hesitation to hear and respond to the concerns of an 

outsider—a Canaanite woman, a Syrian general, Roman 
centurion. Most churches will never have to reach that 
far beyond their own walls! How can churches join with 
Jesus in seeking and saving the lost unless and until we 
move beyond the comfort zone of our own buildings and 
membership and intentionally move outward into the 
world that waits beyond out doors? We do not undertake 
this out of some sense of burden or unwanted duty. 
Rather it should be seized upon because such interven-
tions can have redemptive and transformative outcomes 
for those whose lives are touched by the church. How do 
we want the Lord to find us? Will the Lord find us work-
ing as an externally focused church that is seeking to 
make a positive difference in the world? Or will the Lord 
find us introverted and locked away within our sanctu-
aries waiting to serve members in good standing who 
walk through our doors? If the latter option is the one 
we choose, then we may realize the same fate as the rich 
man who died and awoke in hell all because he failed to 
show compassion or concern for the people and prob-
lems just outside his gate (Luke 16:19-31).

Excerpted and adapted from “Caring Pastors, Caring 
People: Equipping Your Church for Pastoral Care” 
(Judson Press, 2014). The Rev. Marvin A. McMickle, Ph.D., 
president and director of Black Church Studies at Colgate 
Rochester Crozer Divinity School, was a learning experi-
ence presenter at Space for Grace.
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Leadership for Building Consensus

Marcia Patton

here is a timeless joke that with three Bap-
tists in a room there are a minimum of four 
opinions! It is not so much a joke; I have seen 
this phenomenon in action. So why do Baptist 

bodies make decisions by consensus? Because we believe 
that God calls us to do so. Coming to consensus is a way 
of finding the heart of God. The rule of the majority is 
not the way of the Bible. Acts 11 shows the church in 
Jerusalem coming together to address conversion of the 
Gentiles. They do not take a vote, but they do end up 
praising God together.
 While decisions can be made more quickly with a 
vote and majority rule, often people are left feeling like 
losers to the majority with their voices unheard. When 
used appropriately, consensus moves groups toward 

agreed upon work with a sense 
of the Spirit’s presence in the 
process. Ultimately everyone 
can feel a part of the decision-
making process, and usually the 
lone voice can be heeded as well 
as heard.
 The role of the leader in con-
sensus-building requires advance 
work and a well-thought-out 
agenda that is clearly commu-
nicated to participants. Leaders 

must consider what issues will take extra time and effort 
to digest and process. Even when leading consensus with 
short notice, it remains important that people are clear 
on the issue being addressed.
 Before engaging in consensus-building, the group 
must understand the reason that you are using con-
sensus. Otherwise, it is not worth the time. Consensus 
values everyone present—the people making the deci-
sion more than the decision itself. We need to remind 
ourselves of this fact because it helps us do the work 
of consensus well. It is tempting to simply ask whether 
anyone has an objection or is OK with a decision and 
then call it consensus and move on. Such an approach 
rarely allows a voice for those who are not quick to 
speak or uncomfortable speaking to the whole group.

 Numbers make a difference. In the Evergreen Asso-
ciation of American Baptist Churches USA, building con-
sensus is different in the executive committee—where 
there are up to nine members—than during an annual 
meeting, where more than 100 people are present. The 
general rule is that groups of approximately 12 allow for 
everyone to be clearly understood. If groups are larger, 
it is wise to divide them. At the annual meeting, we first 
break up into caucus groups, and the larger of those 
divide again. It’s better to have two groups of six each, 
rather than a larger group. The intent is for each person 
to be heard.
 It is helpful to begin with simple guidelines about 
giving every one equal time to speak, respecting one 
another and respecting differences. Consensus really 
can have a sense of the Spirit of God, especially when 
you take the time to set the stage and welcome God’s 
presence. Spending time in prayer and/or Bible study is 
a good prelude to good decision making, especially in 
consensus. When we start by listening to God, we can do 
a better job of listening to each other!

The Rev. Dr. Marcia Patton, executive minister of Ever-
green Association of American Baptist Churches USA, 
was a learning experience presenter at Space for Grace.
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