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“I love the approach of not only identifying the problems but giving
solutions. Every leader in every church would benefit from this book.
The final chapter alone would save many churches from these types
of people.”

—Gary Cox, Pastor
First Christian Church, Ft. Myers, Florida

“Fascinating and informative. Mark pinpoints many problems and con-
flicts that will inevitably occur in the typical church. This book is im-
portant, especially for those serving in church leadership positions.”

—Kenneth W. Johnson, Church Elder
Professor Emeritus, Lindenwood University

“This book should be required reading for every pastor entering the
ministry.”

—Brian Jones, Senior Pastor

Christ’s Church of the Valley, Philadelphia

“Every Christian should read this book from cover to cover. Some of us
need it because of the biblical advice, which is always sage and practi-
cal. Others of us need to see the damage we are doing to the body of
Christ so we can repent. Thank you for the mirror, Mark!”

—Charlie McGee, Senior Pastor
CrossPoint Christian Church, Mascoutah, lllinois

“It’s uncanny the way Mark can humorously size up the people a min-
ister encounters in the local church. Other than the Bible, | believe no
other book is as essential to the young minister navigating ministry. It's
an invaluable resource.”

—Ross Pepper, Retired Pastor

“Somebody once said that hurt people hurt people. We certainly see
that in the church. In Troublemakers in the Church, Mark Atteberry
identifies the different types of people who hurt people and then gives
practical steps on how to deal with them. If you’re leading, serving, or
attending a church, Mark’s book is a must-read.”

—Steve Poe, Senior Pastor, Northview Church
Author of Creatures of Habit



“This book should be required reading for ministers, church mem-
bers, and ministry students. Like Mark’s other books, it’s loaded with
strong biblical exposition, practical application, humor, and on-target
answers to the questions people struggle with.”

—Guthrie Veech, Lead Pastor
New Hope Christian Church, Nokomis, Florida
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The first mention of Satan’s work in the book
of Acts occurs not in the Sanhedrin. Nor in the
Temple. Nor in Rome. But in the church. It was
in church that Peter rebuked Ananias: “Why has
Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit, and
to keep back some of the price of the land?”™

—Steven J. Lawson, Faith under Fire



INTRODUCTION

The Church: More Dangerous Than You Think

I am a recent trooper from the battlefield of bloody
confrontation who tried to be pastoral, loving,
understanding, reconciling, and redemptive yet ended
up being shot down and left to die on the battlefield
of the church, and there are thousands just like me.>

Guy Greenfield, The Wounded Minister

When I landed my first book deal, my publisher flew me to
Nashville and put me through a two-day media training course
along with seven other first-time authors. They wanted to make
sure that when we started doing interviews, we would have at least
some vague idea of how not to embarrass ourselves. Or them.

When I arrived at the seminar, I sat down beside a young man
who would go on to become a mega-bestselling author. If I told
you his name, I have no doubt you would recognize it. But at that
time, he was like me: as green as the turf at Augusta National. We
hit it off immediately and ended up hanging out together between
sessions. We had long talks about life and faith that were rich and
meaningful. To this day, I have mountains of respect for him.

But there was one thing we didn't see eye-to-eye on. When I
asked him what church he attended, he said he didn’t attend any
church. “No offense;” he said. “I know you're a pastor, but I'm not
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a church guy” I was surprised and curious (considering he had
just written a Christian book), so I asked him why he wasn’t a fan
of the church. He answered, “Because the church has let me down
too many times.” He then shared a few stories that, I have to admit,
did not reflect well on the body of Christ. He concluded by saying,
“Jesus has never let me down, so I just stick with him and stay away
from the church”

I suspect there are millions of people—yes, millions—who
feel the same way. There was a time in their lives when the church
meant a great deal to them; but after repeated hurts and disappoint-
ments, they just decided to chuck it and walk away. During my
forty-six years as a pastor, I've met a lot of these people. Many of
them sincerely love God and were respectful toward me as a pastor,
but they wanted nothing to do with the church. I recall one man
saying, “I was treated worse by my church than I ever have been
treated by the secular company I work for. The church is a lot more
dangerous place than people think”

I believe most people would agree that “the church” is an amaz-
ing concept—the idea that people who share faith in Christ can
worship and serve together and enjoy sweet fellowship that has love,
forgiveness, and mutual support as its hallmarks. But the reality
is often far different. When people who are a part of the church
behave in ways that are thoughtless, selfish, and even vicious, that
shining ideal drastically dims and people are wounded. Sometimes
they never recover. The one place in the community that should
symbolize hope and light can become a house of horrors with
blood on the pews.

Why does this happen?

The quick and easy response is to point an accusing finger at
Satan and quote Ephesians 6:12: “For we are not fighting against
flesh-and-blood enemies, but against evil rulers and authorities of
the unseen world, against mighty powers in this dark world, and
against evil spirits in the heavenly places” While it’s true that we are
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in a spiritual war that has deep implications for every area of our
lives, I fear that a verse like this can become a convenient diversion
for us—a way to direct attention away from our own culpability.
We're like the guy who runs up credit card debt buying worthless
trinkets and then complains about how he can’t get ahead finan-
cially because the government keeps raising taxes. Sometimes what
we need most is a mirror.

I intend for this book to be that mirror.

No, I'm not denying the role Satan plays in church problems.
But there have been plenty of books written about that. The prob-
lem I see that hasn’t been given enough attention is the behavior
of people who are supposed to know better: people who walk into
the church building every Sunday morning toting the word of God
under their arms, smiling, shaking hands, and hugging like politi-
cians running for office, only to then turn around and cause trou-
ble; driving their pastor crazy, becoming undependable, criticizing,
gossiping, and much more.

In the pages to come, you'll find a Top 25 list of the most trou-
blesome people in the church, chosen and ranked by me, from least
damaging (#25) to most damaging (#1). Each one has an assigned
nickname that describes what they do. I'll then cite some examples,
offer a few words of insight into each one, and explain how they
harm the body of Christ. And I will pull no punches. As someone
who has dealt with problem people in the church for almost half
a century, someone who has seen blood on the pews—some of it
my own—I have long understood that mollycoddling and making
excuses for troublesome people accomplishes nothing. I'll warn
you now that as we work our way toward #1, the chapters will grow
longer and darker.

In Part One, we start with those who are “difficult™ people
who are relatively harmless (most of the time) but sure do get on
your nerves. They’ve basically turned being frustrating into an art
form. In Part Two, we look at the “dangerous” people who aren’t
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killers but have the potential to cause serious trouble. Finally, in
Part Three, we deal with the “deadly”: people who absolutely are
killers, and the main reason why there is blood on the pews in so
many churches.

I acknowledge that I am not a psychologist or a licensed men-
tal health expert. The opinions I offer about the different types
of people in this book are just that: opinions. And they should
be taken as such. But they are not the opinions of someone who
spent the war in a cushy office far behind the front lines. I spent
my life where the bullets were flying and the bombs were being
dropped. The people you will read about here are people I've ob-
served, talked to, contended with, tried to help, and often cleaned
up after. A Danish proverb says, “He knows the water best who has
waded through it”

But this book is more than just a roster of church troublemak-
ers. In Part Four, I will offer a practical, biblical plan for how to
protect your church from the troublesome people in this book
and create a culture that keeps their influence to a minimum. No
church will ever be completely free of difficult people as long as
we unlock our doors on Sunday morning and invite people in. But
there’s plenty you can do keep your church strong and healthy and
peaceful.

Before we dig in, I want to talk briefly about why this topic is
so rarely addressed. Everybody knows that churches of all kinds are
plagued by troublesome people. Most of us, at some point in our
lives, have attended a church where such people run amok. But I
discovered while researching this book that precious little has been
written about the problem. I wonder if at least part of the reason
is because of the risk of seeming negative. Perhaps authors don't
want to be seen as beating up on the bride of Christ or arrogantly
chastising fellow church members.

I look at it differently. In Matthew 7:5, Jesus told us to get the
plank out of our own eye before we criticize others. This book
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certainly meshes with the spirit of that command. Further, Jesus
and the apostles warned us that not every threat would come from
outside the church. Both Paul’s epistles and Jesus™ “letters” to the
seven churches in Revelation contain dramatic exhortations to do
some serious housecleaning. Finally, I contend that self-correction,
though painful, is not negative. It’s all part of contending for the
faith, which is the most positive endeavor in which we will ever
engage. As J. C. Ryle said a hundred and fifty years ago, echoing
the words of the apostle Paul, “Let us settle in our minds that the
Christian fight is a good fight—really good, truly good, emphati-
cally good.”

If you're leading, serving, or attending a church that has trou-
blemakers, I pray that this book might inspire you to take a look in
the mirror and, if you see a problem, to then take bold action and
chart a new course for yourself and your church. If there’s going to
be blood in our churches, let it be only the blood of Christ, which
takes away our sins.



NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

In an old Peanuts comic strip, Lucy is talking to Linus, who has
just expressed his desire to be a doctor someday. She says, “You, a
doctor. Ha! That’s a big laugh. You could never be a doctor. You
know why? Because you don’t love mankind, that’s why.”

As she walks away, Linus says, “I love mankind. It’s people I
can’t stand.™

Isn’t this the challenge we all face?

When God tells us to love our fellow man, we smile sweetly
and say, “Yes, Lord” But when he starts naming names, we go into
a choking fit. “Surely, Lord, you don’t mean I have to love my cheat-
ing, deadbeat ex who can always find money to wine and dine his
new girlfriend, but never has a dollar to his name when it’s time to
pay his child support!”

Wouldn't life be so much easier if we could just keep things
nice and vague?

I bring this up because you are holding in your hands a book
that is as far from vague as you can get. As you turn the coming
pages, you're going to read about specific types of people that have
frustrated you, annoyed you, complicated your life, or possibly
caused you deep pain. As you read, the faces of real people you
have tangled with will likely flash through your mind. Your blood
pressure could shoot up. You might even break out in a cold sweat.
I know this because all of these things happened to me as I was
writing.

Before that can happen, here’s what I recommend you do first:



Note from the Author xxi

1. Pray your way through this book. If you have a flashback or
feel some buried resentment start to awaken in your heart,
stop right then and talk to God about it.

2. Embrace your limitations. You can't fix these people. Nor will
you ever fully understand why they are the way they are. The
good news is that God doesn't ask you to.

3. Keep things in perspective. Many of the people on this list,
while troublesome at times, have good qualities too. Don’t
fall into the common trap of calling someone a “complete
idiot” or a “loser” just because he or she is a challenge.

4. Remember that you're not perfect either. Never lose sight of
the fact that someone, somewhere, could be reading this
book and seeing your face flash before their eyes!

5. Finally, embrace your calling as a Christian. Love and pray
for those who make your life difficult (Matt. 5:44).

As I've already said, this book pulls no punches. At the same time,
it also won't mock, ridicule, or in any way diminish the value of
these people’s souls. They may be troublesome, but God loves them
and so must we.

Consider Moses, whom God put in charge of a few hundred
thousand whiners. If anyone was ever qualified to write a book
about troublesome people, he was. The Israelites were so bad that
even God called them “stubborn and rebellious” and made up his
mind to wipe them out and start over (Exod. 32:9-10). Most people
in Moses’ position would have said, “That’s a great idea!” But Moses
didn’t. Instead, he pleaded with God to change his mind and let the
people live (Exod. 32:11-13). It’s one of the most striking examples
in the entire Bible of what it means to love troublesome people,
and it shines a light on our path forward. May we never forget that
the world will know we are Christians not by the indignities we've
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suffered or the scars we bear or the dramatic nature of our war sto-
ries, but by the love we have for one another (John 13:35).

A book like this, however, wouldn’t work without stories. To
just write about negative personality traits and moral weaknesses
without showing how they play out in real life would be pointless.
This is why coaches use game film. They know their players need
more than just hearing about what went wrong; they need to see it.

So I have included lots of stories, most of them short and to
the point. You should know that they are true stories that have
been fictionalized. That means I have changed certain nonessential
details to obscure the identities of those involved. In some cases, I
have made men women and women men. In others, I have altered
time frames and settings. Be assured, however, that every one of
these incidents really happened.

One day shortly before I retired, I told a couple of my cowork-
ers that I honestly thought I had seen everything the ministry could
throw at a pastor. “I just can’t imagine that there’s something that
can happen in a church that I haven't seen at least once,” I said.
The following Sunday, an elderly gentleman walked into our au-
ditorium and stopped in the back to survey the room and find a
seat. I was standing about ten feet behind him when, suddenly,
his pants fell down and pooled around his ankles. A younger man
standing nearby rushed over and helped him pull them back up.
The following day at our staft meeting, I told our team that I would
never again say I had seen it all. I hope these stories, collected over
forty-six years of pastoring, are helpful to you as you deal with the
troublemakers in your church one way or another.



THE DIFFICULT

Difficult people make up only a fraction of our
daily contacts but cause most of our frustration.
... Theyve been called “crazy-makers,” “odd
ducks,” and many less printable names.’

Arthur H. Bell and Dayle M. Smith, Difficult People at Work



#25
THE NOSTALGIST

Right oft the bat, let’s give this person some props for being the
least troublesome of all the people on this list. I mean, aren’t you
doing pretty well if there are twenty-four types of people who cause
more headaches than you? On the other hand, maybe it’s like being
#10 on Mr. Blackwell’s list of the ten worst-dressed women. There
may be nine others who dress worse than you do, but it’s still a list
you don’t want to be on.

At any rate, the nostalgist is a person who clings to the past
because, in his or her mind, it holds charms the present does not.
To be fair, we all have fond memories we love to talk about. I, for
example, love to reminisce about the days when our church dom-
inated our city’s parks and recreation softball leagues. Over ten
years, we won over forty first- or second-place trophies. Get me
started and I can tell stories for hours. But reminiscing about the
past is different from clinging to it. You know a person is clinging
to the past when he brings it up in every conversation.

® When the subject of music comes up, the nostalgist laments
how we don’t sing hymns anymore.

® When attendance increases, the nostalgist recalls how nice
it was when the congregation was smaller and everybody
knew one another.

® When attendance drops, the nostalgist reminds everybody
of the time when they had to put folding chairs out to ac-
commodate all the people.
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® When the youth group is mentioned, the nostalgist com-
ments on how young people used to be so much more
respectful.

® When a new program is announced, the nostalgist explains
how the church he used to attend did it differently and, of
course, much better.

¢ And when the preacher describes an exciting vision for the
future, the nostalgist speaks of how sad it is that the church
is “abandoning the values and principles that got us here”

The nostalgist is not a bad person, but he has a knack for ruin-
ing the moment. Instead of just being positive and supportive of
what’s happening, he always has to diminish it by mentioning a
time when things were better. If there’s wind in somebody’s sails,
you can count on the nostalgist to suck it out.

Perhaps the most discouraging thing about the nostalgist is
that he is often wrong in his assessment of the past. I was at my last
pastorate for thirty-one years, so I had a broad understanding of
the history of that church. I saw most of it with my own eyes. I lived
it. So when the nostalgists in our church started pontificating about
the past, [ knew whether they were right or wrong, and most of the
time they were wrong! They exaggerated. Sometimes they flat out
got their facts wrong, but always in a way to diminish the present
in favor of the past.

For years, psychologists have been trying to figure out why
people do this. Why does the past seem so much better than it
probably was? There are all kinds of theories. One I read about has
to do with our subconscious need to keep up our self-image. In
order to do this, we have to inhibit negative memories and elevate
positive ones.® Another study done by Carnegie-Mellon University
suggests that it’s as simple as people hanging onto what they like
and mentally letting go of what they don’t like. These researchers
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compare it to a record store that stocks only the hits of the past, but
both the hits and duds of the present.” Naturally, the past is going
to seem better than it actually was.

Whatever the reason for the nostalgist’s love affair with the
past, he or she is eventually going to get under the skin of church
leaders trying to follow the apostle Paul’s example in Philippians
3:13 of forgetting what lies behind and pressing on to what lies
ahead. I know all too well that when someone is constantly talking
about how great things used to be compared to how they are now, it
grates on your nerves. Eventually, you start wondering if the person
has any appreciation at all for what you're trying to accomplish. Do
they understand the logic behind the changes youre making? You
explained it, but were they listening? Do they even care?

Nostalgists are even more frustrating when they jump to im-
mediate conclusions and make grand pronouncements without
giving new ideas a chance. Some church members—bless their
hearts—are at least open-minded and thoughtful enough to keep
their skepticism to themselves until the idea has had a chance to
sink or swim. But many start crowing the moment they hear about
the change. I recall one lady who, on hearing about a change we
were planning, said to me, “I don't recognize this place anymore.
Whatever happened to my little church that I fell in love with?”

Here’s the good news: Looking back over the two-thousand-
plus-year history of the church, nostalgists, for all their pining over
the past, have not been able to hold back the church. In New Tes-
tament times, the Judaizers clung to the customs and practices of
the law of Moses, trying their best not to let them slip away, but
the church marched on. In the 1970s, lovers of the King James
Version bemoaned “dangerous” new translations of the Bible, but
the church marched on. In the 1990s, lovers of traditional hymns
clutched their pearls and spoke of how offended they were by the
presence of drums and guitars in the sanctuary, but the church
marched on.
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And so we come to the secret of dealing with a nostalgist:
march on.

® When they tell you how their old church used to do it better,
march on.

® When they whine about the vision you’re casting, march on.
® When they post their frustrations on social media, march on.

® When they tell you they might have to rethink their giving
because they’re unhappy with the direction of the church,
march on.

® When they tell you theyre thinking about finding a new
church because of the changes you're making, march on.

Don’t be smug or condescending, just march on. People will make
their choice as to whether they want to march with you or not.
Some will and some won't. Even Jesus had people who jumped oft
the bandwagon (see John 6:66). Your job is to do what’s best for the
church—and that means marching on.
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