Illustrations of True Leadership

by Shirley Davis
“All Christians should be leaders” – you may say: “If EVERYONE is a leader, then who follows?” To understand this we need to look at what “leadership” really means in a Christian sense.

1) “World” leaders
We think of:  Adolph Hitler with tens of thousands of passionate followers; Osama Ben Laden with totally committed, fanatical followers willing to die for him; George Washington and Sam Houston who encouraged their men to keep going to get the victory; Martin Luther King who inspired people to fight for justice and important change.

But why do so many people follow such leaders?

· sometimes because they have a charismatic, passionate personality and a “way with words”

· sometimes because they gained the respect of many people because of their past deeds

· sometimes because they know how to present a plan to accomplish a long-awaited dream

· sometimes because people fear them!

All of these answers are focused on the leader as a PERSON who has the answers. But let’s go back to my original statement: “All Christians should be leaders” – we need to focus on the word “Christians”.

2) What is a Christian?

Many say “someone who is saved ” or “who serves Christ” – or many other frequently heard churchy answers. Let’s redefine it without using religious words! I believe a Christian is someone who has made the decision NOT to be led by his/her own feelings, wants or understanding, but instead tries to make decisions as led by God, through Jesus and the Holy Spirit.

With this understanding, what is a non-Christian? – someone who makes decisions and IS led by his/her own feelings, wants and understanding. Another way to put it is someone who is LOST – because by ourselves we are NEVER able to truly accomplish our goals and achieve complete fulfillment.

3) Imagine a scenario

A plane crashes in the desert and there are several survivors. Everyone is “lost”. How do people act when they are lost in this situation?

· some wander around in circles

· some feel hopeless and panic or give up

· some start arguing about what to do as everyone has a different opinion

a) Now imagine one person has a COMPASS – what difference does that make?

He now has DIRECTION – that gives him HOPE because it means he no longer has to wander around in circles! He is still “lost” but he has hope that he can maybe get out of there if he follows one direction. He begins to walk with a purpose.

Note – he still has no idea of where he’s going or what’s along the way, but he starts to move forward to get out of the situation.

b) Now imagine that person also has a MAP!

He now has a PLAN – he starts to see the “BIG PICTURE”. He still doesn’t know exactly where he is, but he starts to understand where HE is in relation to everywhere else, and therefore he can see WHERE HE NEEDS TO GO! He has a specific goal and so as he encounters obstacles and choices, he can refer to the map and make better decisions along the way. He gets more confidence as he continues to move forward and becomes determined to reach the goal.

Note – he still has no idea of how far he has to go, what he will have to deal with along the way, or how long it will take him.

c) Now imagine the man/woman with the compass and map sets off with new hope and determination – what effect does that have on the other survivors?

Many of them START TO FOLLOW! So that makes HIM a leader! He’s still in the same place, still lost, still scared, still hot and exhausted like everyone else. But because he has two small assets and decides to use them, he is changed into a leader!

4) Spiritual leadership
We all start off in the same situation – “lost in the wilderness” But when we become a Christian we have two big assets:

a) We can have DIRECTION – through prayer and guidance by the Holy Spirit. This gives us HOPE – we may still not understand what’s happening or where we are going, but we can start to move forward. People may ask us what we are doing or why, and we have no answer other than to share what we’ve heard from the Holy Spirit.

Some may accept this and start to follow, but often people want specific answers and explanations, and don’t seek guidance themselves from the Holy Spirit, so they “stay” – often making fun of us or criticizing or even trying to stop us. (In our scenario, they use the “logic” of staying with the plane in hope of rescue, or wanting to set out towards a mirage)

b) We can begin to understand the BIG PICTURE and the PLAN for us personally – through the Bible we gain understanding and begin to see what God’s purpose is for mankind and for our own personal lives. We start to recognize the specific call that God has on our lives and what He wants us to do. We have no idea of all that’s involved or how we will get there, but as we encounter problems and opportunities along the way, instead of just being led by our own emotions and ideas, we check with the “map” (God’s Word) and the “compass” (direction by the Holy Spirit) and make decisions accordingly instead. We start to develop determination and commitment.

Others see the problems or opportunities and may think we should decide to go a certain way (e.g. follow a signpost in the desert that points another direction, but we consult the map to decide, after all the signpost may have been turned around in the wind!) 

Some people may even take hold of the “map”(scripture) and use it to try to get us to change direction (e.g. they see a road to the west
 but because they don’t read the scale of the map, and don’t understand the contour lines, they don’t realize there’s a huge chain of mountains between us and the road!)

c) What happens when we start to move forward with hope and determination? – Others start to follow! We are still personally very conscious of our weakness, lack, ignorance and fear, but we are moving forward with hope and determination, which makes us stand out as leaders among those who are unsure, hopeless and indecisive.

5) What happens once we have a following?

That depends on if we are TRUE LEADERS or not! 

a) Sometimes followers start to praise and idolize the leaders – if a leader starts focusing on himself or what HE/SHE has done, then pride starts to grow as he gets his eyes off the TRUE leader (Jesus) and this results in disaster. (e.g. King Saul in the OT when he couldn’t wait for Samuel to arrive to offer up the sacrifice – 1 Samuel 13:8-14)
b) Sometimes followers get excited quickly but then get distracted – they are impatient and expect quick results and so leave. (In the analogy, they see a mirage or some tents far off to one side and want to follow another leader instead.)

c) Sometimes followers get tired or are overcome by obstacles – they are not really prepared for the commitment, haven’t got their priorities right or don’t have the vision strong enough to withstand attacks from the enemy. (In the analogy, they want to stop and rest in the shade, or they don’t want to climb a mountain) These last two examples are described by Jesus in the Parable of the Sower in Mark 4.
d) Sometimes followers go a long way with us and then split and go their own way – they start to understand more about the direction and plan but then disagree with us over a particular decision. We reach a “Y” in the road and they feel they should take the other road – a good example of this is when Paul and Barnabas separated over taking along John Mark in       Acts 15:36-41.     

e) Sometimes SO MANY people start following that the weight of responsibility on us becomes a burden. Followers require ministry, encouragement, guidance and training – this takes its toll on the leader (and the leader’s family!). We can lose focus on OUR priorities (God, family, THEN ministry). We can feel overwhelmed by the needs for our ministry. Missionaries frequently experience this when confronted by so much poverty and need in a place to which God has actually called them.

Anyone who totally commits to a ministry will sooner or later have to confront “burn out”. We HAVE to learn how to handle this and get our priorities straight again if our ministry is to continue and be fruitful. God understands all our responsibilities as well as the vision for ministry that He has given us. We have to learn how to focus on what GOD wants in EVERY area of our life, rather than just continue to try to “save the whole world”. A good biblical example is Moses – his father-in-law had to help him realize the importance of delegating some of the power and responsibility (Exodus 18:13.. )

Every one of these situations causes us sadness and pain. They can cause us to have doubts and to question ourselves. They can tempt us to give up or change direction. The only way we can deal with this as a true leader is turn to our assets – get direction through prayer and guidance by the Holy Spirit, and study God’s Word for understanding and what to do. Sometimes it means we have to continue on alone, which is very hard. But we should remember that in fact there are many other people out there “in the wilderness” and as we continue on with hope and determination, others WILL start to follow.

The plan and purpose are from GOD. He KNOWS what lies along the way and what will confront us. But He’s also promised to be with us and meet our every need, so as we continue on step by step, alone or with others, the goal WILL be accomplished. It may not be done in OUR timing or done in the way WE think best, but that doesn’t matter because we know WE are not the true leader – only Jesus is – and we just have to do OUR PART and fulfill the call He has put on our life.
