CONTEMPORARY SPIRITUAL FORMATION

FORMATION BRIEF FOR TEAMS 01

The Wounded Sovereign Paradox

A lens for the burden beneath self-directed spirituality

A free, research-grounded resource for ministry teams. Designed for a focused fifteen-

minute staff, vestry, elder, board, ministry-team, or volunteer conversation.

What this names What to listen for

A recurring tension between self-directed
spiritual authority and the human need for
trustworthy relationship.

Independence that may also carry

being controlled.

01l - THE FORMATION CHALLENGE

disappointment, vigilance, pain, or fear of

What this helps the team do

Respond with conviction, shared
discernment, leader accountability, humility,
and care.

When the self becomes the safest authority available

A person can love Jesus and still hesitate when the Church
speaks. They can believe in God and still feel responsible for
deciding, by themselves, which teachings are true, which inner
impressions are trustworthy, and which spiritual practices

are safe.

Sometimes that posture is described as independence. Sometimes it
is freated as rebellion. But listen closely and you may hear something
more complicated.

The inward move can restore agency. It can also create a burden. If
the self must interpret every experience, evaluate every truth claim,
and carry every spiritual decision alone, freedom can begin to feel
like vigilance.

The self may have

become the safest
authority available.

Athority Ministries calls this recurring pattern
the Wounded Sovereign Paradox.

The phrase names the tension between two
realities. The person has become sovereign over
spiritual meaning, yet remains human, finite,
vulnerable, and in need of trustworthy
relationship. The same interior life asked to
make the final decision may also carry anxiety,
grief, disappointment, desire, frauma, or fear.

Perhaps an institution disappointed them.

o1 02

Perhaps inherited answers could not carry the
questions they were facing.

03 04

A LENS, NOT A LABEL

pressure so we can respond with greater truth, humility, and care.
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Perhaps a leader used authority carelessly.

Perhaps the person has simply been formed in a
culture where authenticity means looking inward
and where every spiritual claim is expected to
pass the test of personal resonance.

This framework is a lens, not a label. It does not mean that every spiritual seeker is wounded, that every wound produces
self-sovereignty, or that a ministry team can diagnose a person after hearing one sentence. It helps us notice a formation
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W THE WOUNDED SOVEREIGN PARADOX™
MINISTRIES

02 - WHAT THE RESEARCH HELPS US SEE

Authority relocates rather than disappears

o1 When confidence in institutional or scriptural authority question is not whether authority exists. The better
weakens, people do not become free of authority. question is where authority now lives, how it is tested,
Authority may move to intuition, personal experience, and who helps interpret it.

what feels resonant, a trusted online voice, or a

. . . . This can happen inside a congregation as easily as
community that confirms an interpretation. PP greg Y

outside one. Familiar Christian words may remain

That distinction matters. A ministry leader may hear, while their meaning changes. The Holy Spirit may

"I do not follow anyone else's rules,” while the person come to mean intuition. Peace may come to mean the
is still being formed by repeated messages, absence of inner resistance. Discernment may come to
relationships, practices, and communities. The mean choosing whatever feels most aligned.

Listen for the authority structure beneath familiar language

THE HOLY SPIRIT PEACE DISCERNMENT

May come to mean intuition May come to mean no inner May come to mean what feels

Ask how the impression is tested resistance aligned

and interpreted. Ask whether ease is carrying the Ask who or what helps examine
final word. the conclusion.

Before correcting the conclusion, learn how the conclusion was reached.

03 - WHAT THE RESEARCH HELPS US SEE
Pain and distrust can shape the move inward

02 In the digital conversations Athority Ministries disappearing. For someone who was not protected,
studied, pain, healing, control, betrayal, and the word frust may sound like being asked to ignore
institutional distrust appeared repeatedly alongside what happened. For someone who learned that
spiritual seeking. In the canonical online corpus, questions threaten belonging, the Bible says so may
religion-induced psychological-harm framing sound like the end of relationship rather than the
appeared across 32 communities. In a separate own- beginning of faithful interpretation.

audience poll, 37 of 61 respondents selected personal

L . Listening to that history does not require ministry to
challenges as what awakened their spiritual lives. 9 Y q Y

abandon conviction. It allows conviction to be carried

Those findings do not tfell us that harm begins every truthfully. Sometimes the most faithful first response is
spiritual journey. They do tell us not to assume that not a stronger argument. It is an honest
resistance to authority is merely intellectual. acknowledgment of what authority has meant in the

. L life of the person in front of us.
For someone whose experience of authority includes

control, the word surrender may sound like

Surrender Trust The Bible says so
May sound like disappearing when May sound like being asked to ignore May sound like the end of
authority has meant control. what happened when protection failed. relationship when questions once

threatened belonging.

Listening allows Christian conviction to be carried truthfully rather than forcefully.

Athority Ministries® - Formation Brief for Teams 01 Page 2 of 8



04 - WHAT THE RESEARCH HELPS US SEE

THE WOUNDED SOVEREIGN PARADOX™

The authority that feels safest

can become a heavy burden

03 Interior authority can promise freedom from manipulation. It can also leave a person alone with

ultimate spiritual weight.

In one Athority Ministries poll, 39 of 65 respondents equated the Holy Spirit with intuition. In

another, 123 of 128 said spiritual people suffer from anxiety. These were separate questions with

separate samples, so they do not prove that inward authority causes anxiety. Together with the

wider research, however, they help us recognize a real ministry tension.

39 of 65

Holy Spirit and intuition

Respondents selected yes when
asked whether the Holy Spirit is
their intuition.

What happens when intuition and anxiety feel similar?
What happens when a person must decide whether an
impression is from God, from desire, from fear, or from
an algorithm that has repeated the same message for

three weeks?

The burden is not simply choosing an answer. It is
having no trusted place outside the self where the

answer can be tested.

That is where ministry can offer something more
faithful than either control or vague affirmation:
shared discernment under the lordship of Christ.
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123 of 128

Spirituality and anxiety

Respondents selected yes when
asked whether spiritual people suffer
from anxiety.

THE MINISTRY TENSION

What happens when

intuition and
anxiety feel similar?

Do not combine separate polls into
one psychological profile. Notice the
room-level question they help ministry
recognize: where can an impression
be tested without control, shame, or

vague affirmation?
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W THE WOUNDED SOVEREIGN PARADOX™
MINISTRIES

05 - THE THEOLOGICAL LENS

Christ's authority is shared
relief, not human domination

THE CENTER The lordship of Jesus Christ

The Christian answer to self-sovereignty is not the domination of
a stronger human institution. It is the lordship of Jesus Christ.

Authority that gives rest
Christ tells the weary to come to him, take his yoke, and receive
rest. His authority does not leave us carrying the whole spiritual

Ch ristian quthorify world alone. It also does not authorize human leaders to replace

him. Every pastor, tfeacher, elder, and ministry structure remains
need not erase accountable to Christ, Scripture, truth, fruit, and the Church'’s
agency. I"' can shared discernment.

MATTHEW 11:28-30

relieve isolation.

Discernment that tests

The New Testament does not tell Christians to believe every
spiritual claim, nor does it tell them to suppress every spiritual
movement. It tells the Church to test the spirits, examine what is
offered, and hold fast to what is good. Discernment is active,
communal, scriptural, prayerful, patient, and attentive to fruit.

Agency without isolation The invitation is not, "Stop thinking and let us decide

That means Christian authority need not erase for you."” It is, "You do not have to carry this alone.
agency. It can relieve isolation. Let us bring the question before Christ, Scripture,
prayer, time, wise community, and the fruit

it produces.”

Trustworthy companionship

That is a different experience of authority. It is not perfect certainty. It is trustworthy
companionship under a Lord who is sovereign so we do not have to be.

The lordship of Christ relieves the self without authorizing human domination.
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THE WOUNDED SOVEREIGN PARADOX™

06 - WHAT MINISTRY TEAMS CAN MISREAD

Listen before assigning motive

R Self-direction may be pride. It may also be refuge, survival, active

"This is simply rebellion” meaning-making, or a mixture of all four.

Listen before assigning motive. A response aimed at rebellion will
wound someone who is trying to determine whether Christian
authority can be frusted.

MISREAD 02 The framework describes a recurring pattern, not a universal spiritual

"Every spiritual seeker is identity. Do not turn a lens into a diagnosis. The person in front of you

a wounded sovereign”

MISREAD 03

"We need to assert

remains a person, not an example of a theory.

Authority associated with control will not become trustworthy through
volume. Christian authority must be embodied through truthfulness,

authority more forcefully” repentance, accountability, patience, protection of the vulnerable,

and care.

The Church does not make Christ's authority credible, but it can make
that authority harder or easier to hear.

QUESTIONS FOR THE ROOM

Move from recognition to shared reflection

QUESTION 01

Where do we see spiritual
authority moving inward
in our church, our
community, or our own
leadership lives?

QUESTION 02

What might the words
authority, surrender, and
trust sound like to
someone whose
experience of religious
authority includes
control, disappointment,
or harm?
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QUESTION 03

What would it look like
for our ministry to offer
shared discernment and
Christ's lordship as relief
without becoming
coercive or vague?
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07 -

USE THIS IN FIFTEEN MINUTES

THE WOUNDED SOVEREIGN PARADOX™

Use the brief without turning
it into a training session

READ - 2 MIN

NOTICE - 3 MIN

EXAMINE - 4 MIN

DISCUSS - 4 MIN

NAME - 1 MIN

PRAY - 1 MIN

Read The formation challenge
and the sentence, "This
framework is a lens, not a
label,” aloud.

Read the three research
observations silently. Ask each
person to mark the one they
recognize most clearly in the
ministry context.

Choose one ministry misread.
Where might the feam be
vulnerable to making it, even
with good intentions?

Choose one question for the
room. Let each person answer
briefly without requiring
immediate agreement

or resolution.

Identify one environment where
the team can strengthen shared
discernment, fruthful listening,
leader accountability, or
pathways to qualified support.

Ask the Father for humility, the
wisdom of Christ, and the
guidance of the Holy Spirit as
you serve people carrying
questions about frust, authority,
and surrender.

08 - A PRACTICE TO CARRY FORWARD

Review one place
where difficult spiritual
questions arrive

Choose one ministry environment where
people bring difficult spiritual questions.
Examine whether it offers:

Time rather than immediate certainty

® Scripture interpreted faithfully and
in context

® Trusted community rather than private
validation alone

® Permission to name pain without making
pain the final authority

® Clear accountability for leaders

® A path toward qualified clinical support
when anxiety, trauma, or mental-health
concerns require it

Do not begin by asking how to make
people submit. Begin by asking
whether your ministry gives people
a trustworthy place to discern

under Christ.

Leave with one environment the team will examine and one response it will strengthen.
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W THE WOUNDED SOVEREIGN PARADOX™
MINISTRIES

09 - TEAM COMMITMENT

Leave with one place the team will review

Before you leave, name one place where the team can strengthen shared discernment, leader
accountability, or the way difficult spiritual questions are received. Record a next step that is clear
enough to revisit.

What we noticed What we will review

Name the formation pressure, ministry environment, or Choose one practice, response, policy, or point of

recurring question that needs attention. leadership accountability.

Who will carry the next step When we will return to it

Name the person or team responsible for moving the Set a date or meeting when the team will revisit what it
review forward. learned.

One response we will strengthen before the next conversation Owner and review date:
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W THE WOUNDED SOVEREIGN PARADOX™
MINISTRIES

10 - CONTINUE EXPLORING

Stay with the formation challenge

READ 01
o1 . .
Read the complete Wounded Sovereign Paradox series
READ 02
02 . . .
Your People Are Spiritually Seeking. So Are You.
READ 03
03 o o .
Is That the Holy Spirit, or Is That Anxiety?
READ 04
04 . .
The Exhaustion of Being Your Own God
RESEARCH NOTE PREPARED AND SHARED BY
This brief draws on Athority Ministries’ connected research Prepared by Athority Ministries® Applied
program, including 281 stored Reddit threads across 53 ministry intelligence for the Church. Last
online communities and 373 reliable own-audience poll reviewed: August 7, 2026.

questions with 23,524 recorded responses. The findings
describe the defined digital materials studied. Poll
questions used separate, self-selected samples and are not

Read the web edition:
athority.org/formation-briefs-for-

teams/wounded-sovereign-paradox/

population estimates. The framework is an interpretive

ministry lens, not an individual diagnosis. Free for internal ministry-team use,
printing, and sharing. For other uses, see

Permissions and Content Use.
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