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S E S S I O N O N E : 

Leadership is a Work 



Thousands of books have been written on leadership, but few on servanthood. 
Everyone wants to lead; no one wants to be a servant. 

We would rather be generals than privates. 
Even Christians want to be "servant-leaders" 

not just plain servants. But to be like Jesus is to be a servant. 
That's what he called himself. 

Rick Warren^ 

The greatest test of whether the holiness we profess to seek or to attain is truth and life 
will be whether it produces an increasing humility in us. 

Andrew Murray^ 

For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you. 

Jesus 
John 13:15 

To the extent that the church and its leaders 
are willing to be held accountable to the story which is the gospel, 

ministry is the great adventure of helping to create 
a people worthy to tell the story and to live it. 

Stanley Hauerwas & William Willimon^' 
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This session will frame broadly the approach to our leadership formation this year. We will define 
leadership as a work. We will also provide an opportunity to further reflect upon the interrelationship 
between servanthood and leadership. 

An overture 
I. The Work of Leadership 
II. Meditating on Servanthood and Leadership 

^ • How would you answer the person in your local community who asks you, "What's so important 
about leadership?" 

\ > 
\ 
\ 
^ An Overture I 
I There is a story of a five-year-old who was put to bed every night by his mom. And every night she would 
0 come into his room to talk and to tuck him in and to pray with him. On some nights she would even 

sing with him. Songs like "Jesus Loves Me" or "The B-I-B-L-E, yes that's the book for me" or "You are 
my sunshine, my only sunshine..." or any other of those early songs that he never remembered actually 
learning, but kind of always knew. On one of those nights they were singing together when his mom began 
to harmonize with the melody of the song. As the boy stuck to the familiar tune he could hear and feel her 
part weave beautifully with his. Her voice added depth and breadth and beauty to this simple song. The 
song "felt" larger and more beautiful. 

Sessiofi One 
3 



"What are you doing?" he asked his mom. 
"I am singing the harmony," she replied. 

Harmony. He had never heard that word before. The bedtime singing continued. One or two more 
songs, his mom adding to the famihar tunes with her harmonizing voice. It was beautiful. 

Then she said, "Now you try! You be the harmony." 

So the mom sang the melody, and the boy tried with everything he had to respond and meet her voice 
as she had met his. The child's voice hunted for the harmony. His voice collided and strained and 
clashed with hers. The resulting sound was many things, but not beautiful. How frustrating it was for 
the boy! 

But the mom encouraged her son over and again that night, "Keep on trying," until seemingly by 
accident, his voice met hers and added for a moment something very beautiful. If only for a brief time 
that evening, she was the melody, he was the harmony. And it was wonderful. That night initiated 
the boy's harmonizing history. For night after night he would learn, through much frustration and 
disharmony and sometimes wonder, to be the harmony in the song. 

In so many ways we are like the boy of this story. We are learning to harmonize in this life of faith. 
And it requires much persistence, thought, and encouragement. The Scriptures offer us quite a melody 
line of creation and redemption, of Jesus and the Holy Spirit, of love and truth and mercy, which runs 
through the history of this world. The Scriptures also provide us quite a few lessons in harmonizing 
with this melody line. Through the biblical witness of Israel and the Church we find portraits of men 
and women who sought to align and realign their lives with God's way in the world. They learned to 
"hear the melody" and "be the harmony." 

But when one steps back from this witness of Scripture and from the testimonies of church history, one 
has to wonder today, in North America, whether so much of our growth has been stunted as individuals 
and as communities by seeing our part as the melody rather than the harmony. Could it be that 
we have been offered too many models and admonitions to be solo artists (particularly in Christian 
leadership conversations) when it is a harmonizing chorus we have been invited and designed to join? 
Have we insisted on singing the melody when we are created to sing the harmony? 

i 
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Throughout the Emerging Year we sought to discover more deeply what God was up to in this world, in our 
communities, and in our unique lives. We looked through the Scriptures; we explored our life stories and 
our many relationships for the shaping work of God's Spirit in us, with us, through us, and among us. What 
is God already up to, and how is our life becoming a unique response to this activity? In short, the Emerging 
Year was an extended exercise in listening to the Melody and in learning our harmony. 

In the Equipping Year this extended exercise continues. The leadership learning tasks this year will be of 
a different texture than they were throughout the Emerging Year. We will frame our learning experiences 
around developing direction, team, strategy, and process. But we will continue to underscore the central 
themes and overtones expressed last year. Themes of servanthood, calling, humility, community, wisdom, 
and grace will be highlighted in particular throughout each of the stages. Discovering more deeply who God 
is, who we are, and what God wants to do through us will remain central in our learning. In all of this we 
want to be mindful that our leadership learning and efforts together must be increasingly harmonized with 
God's gracious Melody in this world. 

By Jesus' life and power, and by the Spirit's guidance, may we continue to learn to live our lives as the 
harmony amidst a culture that is demanding we master our own melody. 

For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; 

it is the gift of Cod - not the result of works, so that no one may boast. 

For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good worl<s, 

which Cod prepared beforehand to be our way of life. 

Ephesians 2:8-10 

REFLECTIONS... 

be prepared to share these with your group. 

' What are 3-5 pivotal discoveries that stand out to you today from the Emerging Year? 
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' What are some of your hopes/prayers for your participation in the Equipping Year? 

I. The Work of Leadership 

Let your work be manifest to your servants, 

and your glorious power to their children. 

Let the favour of the Lord our Cod be upon us, 

and prosper for us the work of our hands -

0 prosper the work of our hands! 

Psalm 90:16-17 

"Am I a leader or not?" 

Undoubtedly we have all either heard or asked this question many times along the way. This question 
surfaces many different responses today in our churches. And not all the responses are benign. For some 
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this question evokes utter indifference - who really cares about leadership? For others it exposes a dangerous 
hunger for power, status, and significance. And for others it surfaces insecurity and ambivalence - "I am not 
really a leader." The question certainly seems to beckon some and exclude others. 

But in most cases today we find that the question "Am I a leader?" is actually a distraction from people's 
sincere desires to contribute faithfully to the challenges in their communities. For while many either 
quibble or posture about whether they are or are not "leadership material," the work of our communities 
remains. A work that more often than not looks drastically different from the inside than it does from the 
sidelines. Our images of heroic, lone-ranger, visionary leaders fall by the wayside when we take a long look 
at the needs in our communities today. And in this regard Jesus was really onto something when, amidst the 
challenges of his time, he shifted the attention of the disciples from the head of the table to the foot of the 
table, from the place of privilege to the place of work and service. We continue to need some help in this 
attention shifting. This myth of the heroic, individual leader is not adequate to our leadership challenges 
today. 

A. Defining Leadership 

For our learning purposes throughout the Equipping Year, we are not framing leadership as an identity or 
a position, but rather as a work, a set of activities, in which we participate. Two definitions of leadership 
unpack the big picture of this leadership work. 

Leadership is bringing the activities of the many 

into coordination for a common end or goal or good. 

Dallas Willard" 

Ronald Heifetz^ 

' Leadership is the activities by which work is mobilized 

^ to achieve progress on difficult challenges. 

> 
I 
I $ 
i # 
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Reflect for a moment. What seem to be the critical elements of leadership according to these definitions? 

These definitions give breadth and accessibility to our understanding and practice of leadership. That is, 
many people in our communities do participate in the coordinating work of moving the group toward 
common ends. Similarly, many people must participate in achieving progress on difficult challenges in our 
communities. From our convictions, leadership is not only reserved for those who fit a certain profile of 
personality or style or giftedness. Nor is it only reserved for those who have a particular position or hold a 
certain status. And rarely is it something exercised solely by an individual. More often it is a shared work 
requiring a whole set of connections and relationships. Accordingly, it seems too much attention today is 
paid to the concern "Am I a leader or not?" and not enough attention to the question of how is it that we 
can really contribute, wherever we are situated, to the common good and to the difficult challenges in our 
communities. 



COMMON WAYS OF APPROACHING LEADERSHIP 

Robert Banks and Bernice Ledbetter write in Reviewing Leadership: A Christian Evaluation of Current Approaches: 

A comnnon way of defining leadership begins with the person of the leader. This approach seeks to identify certain 

characteristics of personality (such as decisiveness or confidence) or style (such as collegial or confrontational) that leaders 

possess. This method, however, is too narrow and by no nneans always accurate. Leaders have many personality types and 

display a variety of stylistic approaches. It is in and through this array of forms that leadership expresses itself. 

Another way of defining leadership is in terms of certain positions or status. Yet leadership is often exercised by 

people informally as well as formally, at various levels in an organization or group, and at times from the sidelines or in the 

background. 

Another definition involves the influence leaders have on those around them. The difficulty here is the assumption that 

influencing others and acquiring followers depends primarily on the leaders' personalities, gifts, or abilities. This is not always 

the case, for influence may spring from extraneous factors. 

A final definition concerns the observable results leadership achieves. Leaders make decisions and get things done. Yet 

at the same time, though there is an inextricable link between leadership and results, some results are not immediate, and 

some leadership decisions are not supported or implemented. 

In sum, leadership involves a person, group, or organization who shows the way in an area of life - whether in the short-

or the long-term - and in doing so both influences and empowers enough people to bring about change in that area.^ 

In your opinion, what are the 

dangers of viewing leadership 

in terms of a personal style or 

personality or position? 

I 
I 

I* 

5I 

How have you primarily tended to see and approach leadership? 

...leadership as a person or 

...leadership as a position or 

...leadership as influence or 

...leadership as results or accomplishments? 
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DISCUSSION: LEADERSHIP AS 
RELATIONSHIP 

Too many books on [leadership] 
have reduced leadership to simplistic 
recipes - ten steps, eight secrets, 
fifteen laws, twelve habits, fifty 
principles, nine competencies, and on 
and on. Wonderful lists of attributes 
meant to describe what it is good 
leaders do to others fall short of the 
mark for one reason: they imply that 
the participation of those around the 
leader is immaterial. Leadership is not 
something one does to someone else. 
Rather it is something one does with 
someone else. History, literature, and 
academia have done us a disservice by 
focusing on leaders as heroic, stand-
alone individuals. True leadership is 
not a solo act. And it is our history's 
obsessive pursuit of individualism that, 
paradoxically, I believe has eclipsed 
the true uniqueness of individuals...\t's 
time to stop - no, really stop - the 
notion of leadership as a person and 
engage in the more accurate notion of 
leadership as a relationship. More often 
than not, it is a complex portfolio of 
relationships, each one distinctive and 
complex in its own right...that give 
rise to creativity, sustainable solutions 
to difficult problems, and enhanced 
levels of trust and performance, it is 
this process of continuously investing 
in ever-deepening relationships 
that comprises leadership, not the 
techniques one does or doesn't do.' 

Ron Carucci 

Discuss: Do you agree or disagree with 
Carucci's view here? Explain. 
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B . A n i n v i t a t i o n t o l e a r n 
i 1 

Central then to our learning this year is an exploration of the different activities that go into this leadershi 
work. And what skills do we need to exercise in order to participate in this work? And how can we grow i 
these skills, how can we be better prepared for the challenges we face? j 

We have divided the diverse activities of leadership into four large categories. These overarching categories 
offer handles to deal with the complexity of the leadership work in our communities. 

i I 
• Stage 1: Direction ! 
• Stage 2: Team i 
• Stage 3: Strategy 
• Stage 4: Process 

We offer these four stages as invitations to learn. The many challenges we face today in bringing the 
activities of the many into coordination for a common good require more than proper knowledge and a good 
set of tools for the task. They require a willingness to be a learner in whatever situation we are placed. 
There is a Confucian axiom that is instructive in this regard. 

He who learns but does not think is lost. 

He who thinks but does not learn is in great danger.' 

In this regard, we recognize the great dangers in leadership. We must be learners. Jim Kouzes and Barry 
Posner put it this way: 

Leaders are simply great learners. They have, to begin with, a great sense of humility about their own sense of skills 

and abilities...The only way that people can learn is by doing things they've never done before. Those who do only 

what they already know how to do never learn anything new. Promoting learning requires building in a tolerance 

for error and a framework for forgiveness.® 

We trust that the leadership learning process this year will be entered into eagerly and courageously. We 
cannot anticipate everything that will be required of us in our settings, but we must continue to prepare 
ourselves to exercise skillfulness and sound judgment as men and women of growing character. 



C. The temptat ion 

The fear of the Lord is a fountain of life, 

so that one may avoid the snares of death. 

Proverbs 14:27 

Paying attention to God and calling attention to God amidst the challenges of our communities remain 
the critical factors in Christian leadership. A central temptation of our leadership efforts is to subtly 
push God to the periphery of what we consider to be the "real" work. When "the heat gets turned up" in 
our circumstances - when conflicts emerge or problems intensify or our work is criticized - and we feel 
threatened or overwhelmed or unsure, we can sideline God to the margins of our attention. Our strategizing 
and analyzing, our problem solving and planning take up all our focus and concern. These activities are not 
the problem, per se. The problem lies in the tendency to displace God from the center of our understanding 
and practice. Instead of cultivating an awareness of God's personal activity in the world, we sometimes 
become "practical atheists" in our ordinary, everyday practices of leadership. Craig Gay writes that practical 
atheism is "the assumption that even if God exists, he is largely irrelevant to the real business of life."^° He 
goes on: 

...because practical atheism is so deeply embedded in the central institutional realities of our society and culture 

- in political life, in science and technology, in the economy - the threat it poses to the Church and to truly human 

existence in general is not always immediately evident. Indeed, practical atheism has become so disarmingly 

attractive in the contemporary situation that we have actually embraced it within our churches...in the ordinary 

practice of Christian ministry. The contemporary mental climate is such that faith and prayer are rather routinely 

eclipsed by the practical efficacy of expertise and technique." 

What is it that Craig Gay is saying here? (Read it again if necessary.) 

Our culture has done much to shift our attention away from God. So much so that the threat practical 
atheism poses is not always immediately evident. We all believe in God and speak of God's work, but do we 
in the Church sometimes exclude or edge God out of the "real business" of our lives? We all will need some 
unlearning and reshaping of our attention by the Spirit in this regard. 

Sessiofi One 
11 



Reflect 
• In what ways can we be "practical atheists" at times? Can you think of an example when you became aware that you were 

edging God to the periphery of your attention? If so, how did you become aware that you were doing this? 

• What are some disciplines or practices that we can engage in to train our attention to be centered upon Cod in all our work 

over the long haul? 

In our Equipping Year we will continue to prayerfully guard against this real temptation to our thought and 
practice. We must cultivate an ongoing attention and deep trust in God's good work in our world, in our 
communities, and in our lives. The Holy Spirit continues to invite us to harmonize with the central melody 
of God's work in the here and now of our lives. 
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