The Leader as Listener

Len Hjalmarson
Around 1865 an Englishman by the name of William
Chatterton Dix wrote the beloved hymn, “What Child Is
This?” One of the immortal lines from the song advances
that in the stable in Bethlehem “the silent word is
speaking.”
Near the end of Jesus earthly life we stand with him again
in silence before Pilate. When asked, “What is truth,” he
doesn’t give the expected answer. He refuses to take the
stance of a philosophical Christian defending a rationalist
framework. Instead, he stands in silence.
From the beginning of his life to the end, the word is
framed in stillness, recalling the poetic lens of TS Eliot:

At the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless;
Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is…
Except for the point, the still point,
There would be no dance, and there is only the dance.1
For some months now I have wondered if the word “leadership” is redeemable. Through the
Industrial Age it gained specific connotations: mostly of activity, power, and control - a
separation of people into classes; those who do and those who are done unto. “Leadership”
comes with its own baggage of practice and history that prevent us from perceiving something
fundamental about shared life and purpose and our common identity as God’s people.
But today I wonder: I wonder if we can redeem language? I wonder if through our actions and
reflection we can subvert a language previously stolen and subverted?
In May of this year I read Surfing the Edge of Chaos. A fascinating exploration of complex
adaptive systems with application to the world of business, the authors take us on a tour de force
of transition and adaptive challenge. In one of the final, riveting stories they relate the challenges
faced by HP Labs in its move from average performance to outstanding performance. As an
occasion for its regular gatherings of managers approached a request was made for an “inspiring
speaker.” Barbara Waugh recounts what happened next.
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What if, instead of an inspired speaker, we had a great listener who could “hear them into
speech” about their vision for HP’s future driven by the integration of HPL’s technologies?
... We go forward and use the idea at the big event. Senior management sees connections
they have never seen before… The research agenda is getting clearer.2
Could this story be a clue to one of the most neglected frameworks for adaptive leadership?
Could it be that at the core of leadership is an essential movement that was all but lost in the
modern agenda? Could it be that leadership is a profoundly spiritual art whose core is not action
at all but listening and reflection?
William Dix beautiful poetry caught the movement of Jesus own life from silence to silence. The
kenotic movement of the Word taught in
Philippians 2 frames the downward call of
all Christian leaders. He emptied himself
and became nothing. Rather than seeking
safety and control, He made himself
vulnerable.
The silence of the stable is the first
movement of Jesus engaging the world as
listener. The final movement is Jesus
before Pilate. But we often neglect the
profound context of Jesus earthly life
before his few active years of ministry.
Jesus spent twenty five years as a
carpenter working with his father. We
have no record of these years except for a single instance in Jerusalem. The first movement and
the second movement are connected by twenty some years of silence. T S Eliot asks us,
Where shall the Word
Resound, where shall the Word
be found? Not here-There is not enough silence.3
Still reaching after the paradox, Henri Nouwen tells a story from Chuang Tzu:
The purpose of a fish trap is to catch fish and when the fish are caught, the trap is
forgotten. The purpose of a rabbit snare is to catch rabbits. When the rabbits are caught, the
snare is forgotten. The purpose of the word is to convey ideas. When the ideas are grasped,
the words are forgotten. Where can I find a man who has forgotten words? He is the one I
would like to talk to.4
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In his commentary on this koan Nouwen calls us to notice three aspects of silence. First, silence
makes us pilgrims. Second, silence guards the fire within. Third, silence teaches us to speak. To
these we’ll add a fourth and fifth aspect: silence makes us servants; and we listen from the future.
We’ll move from here to reflect on listening and leadership through the work of Jacques Derrida.
Then we’ll consider the relationship between listening and identity, and we’ll finish with a look
at discernment within the context of cultural engagement, sometimes described as semiotics.

I. Silence Makes us Pilgrims
peregrinatio est tacere: to be on pilgrimage is to be silent.
Speech involves us in the affairs of this world. It leads us to a kind of engagement where we
often participate in useless debate: debate where the point is not the discovery of truth, but of
proving a point. It is ego-centric, compulsive, and useless. Speech becomes another means of
climbing a ladder, when the entire movement of God is downward, toward emptiness. Thomas
Merton reminds us,
It is in the souls who love God that peace is established in the world.
They are the strength of the world, because they are the tabernacles of God in the world…
They are the only ones capable of understanding joy. Everyone else is too weak for joy..
They see God..
For the world and time are the dance of the Lord in emptiness. We are invited to forget
ourselves on purpose, cast our awful solemnity to the winds, and join in the general dance. 5
Heidegger taught us that there are two ways to approach knowledge: meditative, and calculative.
Most speech is calculative, and works violence on words. We bring our baggage with us. We
wear colored glasses and forget that we wear them. We come not on bended knee, but with
instruments of dissection, intent on
overpowering the object of our
interest, bending it to our purpose:
knowledge and control.
But the vocation of language should
not be so. Our task is priestly:
offering the world to God. Our task
is poetic: bringing the world to
speech. Recently David Fitch asked,
What if we cast aside the
modernist language-world
dichotomy and instead [saw]
language as that by which we participate in reality, a way of life that then enables us to
experience things which cannot be captured in language alone. When we see language like
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this, we notice it can show/reveal realities instead of just speaking about them. And by
participating in these languages, learning a way of life, we are transformed into seeing and
experiencing what could not simply be talked about.6
Speech becomes a sacramental act, a way of bringing God and the world into relationship. It
becomes an act of humble service. Speech escapes the boxes and Petri dishes of the scientific
enterprise and enters the realm of intimacy: the embrace of a lover.
The rationalist agenda so strongly pursued in modernity nearly lost this understanding. While we
sought power and control we marginalized all means of knowing that did not result in certainty.
Intuitive knowledge, and the knowledge that come from love are beyond our control, and
therefore appeared to be less valid that other means of knowing. But lovers kept the secret intact.
Lovers kept their ears tuned for even a whisper of their name.
Just as we sought certainty in our knowing, so we sought clarity in our plans. Oswald Chambers
challenges this way of living.
Our natural inclination is to be so precise— trying always to forecast accurately what will
happen next— that we look upon uncertainty as a bad thing. We think that we must reach
some predetermined goal, but that is not the nature of the spiritual life. The nature of the
spiritual life is that we are certain in our uncertainty.
Certainty is the mark of the commonsense life— gracious uncertainty is the mark of the
spiritual life. To be certain of God means that we are uncertain in all our ways, not
knowing what tomorrow may bring.7
Much of our desire for certainty is in stark contrast to the walk of faith. We want certainty of
success, certainty of measurement and assessment, and certainty of our next step. But the Lord
appears to love ambiguity. Could it be that our desire for certainty is merely the flip side of our
desire for control? Margaret Wheatley writes,
How do we attend to our purpose while holding the humility that we do not create it? Once
we catch a glimmer of what it might be, how do we avoid taking over as creator? It gets
even more complicated. How do we avoid getting ego-seduced by the specific
manifestation of our gifts? Is it possible to live in the humility of knowing that our
purpose, as clearly as we self-define it, is but “a husk of meaning”? The task is really to
become superb listeners. Heidegger wrote that waiting, listening, was the most profound
way to serve God.8
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II Silence Guards the Fire Within
I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope
for hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait without love
For love would be love of the wrong thing;
There is yet faith
But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting.
Wait without thought, for you are not ready for thought:
So the darkness shall be the light, and the stillness the dancing. 9
It seems we can’t escape paradox in the spiritual life. TS Eliot pictures a place between the foam
and the sea, a listening silence that calls us to guard the fire within. He asks us to wait without
thought: without the internal noise of words that maintain our familiar world and prevent us from
becoming open to anything new. He asks us to release our expectations and begin to unlearn so
that we are ready to learn.
In a similar manner the monastic writers call us away from the world of action to the rhythms of
solitude. Bernard of Clairvaux wrote more than a hundred sermons on the Song of Songs, the
great love story of the Old Testament. In sermon 18 he writes on 1:2 “Your name is oil poured
out..”
“The man who is wise will see his life more as a reservoir than a canal. The canal
simultaneously pours out what it receives; the reservoir retains the water until it is filled,
then discharges the overflow without loss to itself…. Today there are many in the church
who act like canals, the reservoirs are far too rare…”
“You too must learn to await this fulness before pouring out your gifts, do not try to be
more generous than God.”10
The leader who is not first a listener is always in danger of exhausting his own spirit, of living
life compulsively rather than from a still and quiet inner center. He forgets that tending his own
garden is his first responsibility. "Abide in Me, as I abide in You."
The leader who is not first a listener responds to the need of others, rather than to a clear inner
call. She forgets that the movement outward must be met by an equal movement inward. Such
activist leaders tend to burn out, and they tend to blame those around them for their inability to
find rest.
Not so long ago the hearth was the center of the home. The hearth was used for cooking, for
warmth, and as a center piece for the gathering of family and friends. In the days before
electricity or gas, fire did much of the work that we take for granted and in many ways, fire and
water were life. The English word “heart” still shows us just how important and central were the
“hearth.” Last winter I wrote,
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Monday morning, 7:30 AM. I build a fire in the woodstove. The warmth spreads gradually
upwards through the house, until by about 11 AM the upper wood floor is warm to the
touch, and acts like a slow heat
sink, spreading the warmth
evenly upstairs.
It’s a bit of work. I have to add
wood or stir the fire every hour
or so. Every time I approach the
fire I feel the warmth. On a cool
day, it’s a very sensual
experience, but also mystical:
every piece of wood is
transformed, becoming one with
the fire. The flames and the coals
radiate heat and light. “The
whole soul becomes Christ’s, just
as the iron in the burning coal becomes fire as if it were burning - everything is fire,
everything is light!” (Steve Bell talking about his song “Burning Ember”)
The metaphor of tending the inner fire still speaks to us. It can be so easy to live from the fringes,
the frayed and ragged fringes, our urgent responses to every piece of information and every need.
But living that way will allow our inner fires to flag, our passion to burn low. We must continue
to feed the fire, and to choose practices that feed the fire. We need disciplines to hold our own
feet to the flame so that our body stays warm.
I’ve always been fascinated by wheels; particularly old wheels. It may be the paradox of frozen
movement; it may be the connection of past and future; perhaps I am reminded of the essential
nature of life as change. I’m not sure all that attracts me to wheels, but Henri Nouwen shares a
similar attraction.
These wheels help me understand the importance of a life lived from the centre.
When I move along the rim, I can reach one spoke after the other,
but when I stay at the hub,
I am in touch with all the spokes at once.11
The hearth is at the center of life lived from an inner stillness. The heart and inner stillness are at
the center of leadership. Silence guards the fire within.
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III Silence Teaches us to Speak
Listen while you can so you may lead when you must.12
When our life ceases to be inward and private, conversation degenerates into mere gossip.
We rarely meet a man who can tell us any news which he has not read in a newspaper, or
been told by his neighbor, and for the most part, the only difference between us and our
fellow is that he has seen the paper.. and we have not.13
Silence teaches us to speak. The leader as listener is attentive to Spirit. "I will lead you into all
truth."
Jesus thirty years of silence was the kind of preparation for ministry that we lack. We don't
respect words, because we have not lived long enough as listeners. Words are often our servants,
but too rarely our teachers.
As a result, we continually impose our inner world on the outer world, fearful that we will be
forgotten, or fearful that our significance is at stake. What worth will we have unless we are
continually shaping the world around us with our words? Only silence can humble our speech.
Henri Nouwen writes of Abba Felix that,
.. he leads his students into a wordless world. He wants to humble their language, to break
down the illusion that we can create reality with our words. He knows where our words
and world come from -- that true words and the true world are not mental constructs but a
gift of grace., a gift we can receive only as we abandon the illusion that our knowledge
manufactures the world.14
Have you ever sat beside a still pool? A
still pool is not really motionless, it is
attentive. The slightest breeze sends
ripples running across its surface. Throw
a pebble into the pool, and the reaction is
instant. The surface is disturbed, and the
rings spread outward from the center to
the edges.
In the same way, stillness allows us to
tune our inner ears to a new level of
attention. Formation is all about
attention. Our appetites distract us; we pursue the wrong things. Our culture distracts us, noise
pulls our attention away from God and Spirit. We are attracted and distracted: to flash and show,
to posturing and bluster, to things of little substance, so that we are continually attentive to the
wrong things. But “God has made foolish the wisdom of this world.” How then do we learn to
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attend to the right things? Silence can be our teacher. In Finally Comes the Poet, Walter
Brueggemann writes,
To address the issue of truth greatly reduced requires us to be poets who speak against the
prose world. By prose I refer to a world that is organized in simple formulae, so that even
pastoral prayers and love letters sound like memos. By poetry, I do not mean rhyme,
rhythm or meter, but language that moves like Bob Gibson's fast ball, that jumps at the
right moment, that breaks open old worlds with surprise, abrasion and pace. Poetic speech
is the only proclamation worth doing in a situation of reductionism… the ready, steady,
surprising proposal that the real world in which God invites us to live is not the one made
available by the rulers of this age. This offer requires special care for words, because the
baptized community awaits speech in order to be a faithful people. 15
Dwelling in silent places, however, is not an easy task. Few of us choose it; many of us find
ourselves there. God usually has to engineer the journey. Someone we trusted fails us; a job we
counted on suddenly ends; a child or spouse dies; we are struck blind on the road to Emmaus.
Once we arrive there, we are disinclined to call it home. This is why spiritual directors and
counselors are often sought in times of transition; we need outward support and encouragement
to endure liminal space. On our own we tend to run for security, back to the familiar gardens of
Egypt.
The Latin word limina means threshold. Liminality is where all transformation happens. It is
when we are betwixt and between, and therefore by definition “not in control.” Nothing new
happens as long as we are inside our self-constructed comfort zone. Much of our day to day
effort at life is toward maintaining our personal little world. Richard Rohr comments that,
“Nothing good or creative emerges from business as usual. This is why much of the work
of God is to get people into liminal space, and to keep them there long enough so they can
learn something essential. It is the ultimate teachable space.. maybe the only one. Most
spiritual giants try to live lives of “chronic liminality” in some sense. They know it is the
only position that insures ongoing wisdom, broader perspective and ever-deeper
compassion. The Jewish prophets… St. Francis, Gandhi, and John the Baptist come to
mind.” 16
Some years ago I had a dream. I was standing on the shore of what looked like a great river. I
looked up, and towering over my head I saw the span of a huge bridge. But this bridge was
unusual.. it stopped in mid stream. It was a bridge to nowhere, and I was intensely puzzled when
I saw it.
As I gazed at the span over my head, suddenly the bridge spanned the river and grounded on the
other side. It was a miraculous act of God. It didn’t require human ingenuity or invention. There
were no engineers or workmen. It required only the intervention and power of God, and then the
connection was complete.
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The dream is both hopeful and problematic. There is a need for a bridge to connect the old
culture and the rising culture. There is a need for a bridge to connect the last generation with the
rising generation, and established leaders with new leaders. There is a need to bridge the gap
between people of faith and seekers. There is a need to connect old knowledge with new. Many
of us feel caught in the collision between the new culture and the old, stuck with old maps,
caught between the need for security and familiarity and the need for change, and we are
searching for a way to move forward. We can run away from this sense of having lost the way,
or discover that weakness is our sure strength.
Our culture is obsessed with results. Leaders, in particular, are expected to deliver. Sometimes in
desperation we seek to make it all happen; we try to regain control. It’s the wrong movement.
“Apart from Me you can do nothing.” It is those who abide who know the flow of life. We need
to find ways to relearn dependence. We need to choose practices that teach us our limits, and His
adequacy. We need to wait on the Lord in confidence that He is at work, listening for His voice
as we imagine new ways of being the church.
Margaret Wheatley, rehearsing the poetic wisdom of TS Eliot, captures the strain of liminality as
“the opposing poles of paradox.” 17
If you would save your life, you must lose it. If you would thrive in the new world, you must
dissolve your old form. Letting go is the only path to safety. Surrounded by so much truth,
it's a puzzle how we ever came to deny it. Did we ever really believe we could proceed
through life by growing all the time, new and improved at every turn? How did the shadow
disappear from our pursuit of the light? When did we forget that "there must be opposition
in all things." When did we stop acknowledging the great space for discovery that is created
by the opposing poles of paradox?

IV Silence Makes us Servants
What if the highest destination
of any human life
Was not a place that you could reach if
you had to climb
Wasn't up above like heaven
So no need to fly at all
What if to reach the highest place
you had to fall.18

When the old wineskin is dying,
the new wineskin is created by people who are not afraid to be vulnerable.
Paraphrase of Rudolfo Bahro

17
18

Margaret Wheatley. “Consumed by Either Fire or Fire,” Journal of Noetic Science, 1999.
Peter Mayer, “Fall.” From the CD “Million Year Mind,” 2003.

http://www.nextreformation.com

Recently I was sitting in the den and making some notes from a book I was reading. I rose from
the desk and went into the living room, which in our home is coterminous with the kitchen. We
like open spaces.
As I sat down at the island that divides the kitchen from the living room, I noticed that my wife
was sitting quietly on the couch, her eyes closed, leaning against a cushion. Then I noticed a
quiet movement: our cat was treading slowly across the floor, beneath the coffee table, and then
stopped silently by the couch. She gazed up at the still form of my wife then fluidly leapt to the
couch, dropped onto my wife’s lap, curled herself into a ball, and closed her eyes.
There is something warm and welcoming about
stillness. Stillness creates open and hospitable
space. “In quietness and trust you shall be saved.”
I have often wondered if the many complaints
about the silence of God have less to do with His
silence than with our own lack of it. The Holy
Spirit is not unlike our cat; Kiara is attracted to
still places. She walks softly and enjoys rest. She
is easily frightened away. Similarly, the Holy
Spirit is quiet and gentle, and rarely speaks in the
whirlwind. He finds stillness irresistible, and
watches for places of rest. In our noisy and active world, we are constantly in motion, full of our
own plans, obsessed with our effectiveness, and insecure about our significance unless we are
busy. But it is not so with pilgrims. Pilgrimage is less about the destination, and more about the
journey. Lao Tzu writes, “A good traveler has no fixed plans, and is not intent on arriving.”
Paradox is not a new lens through which to view reality – it’s the way things really are.
The pilgrim’s path leads through valleys to the tops of mountains. But both places are welcome,
because valleys and mountain tops are equally a part of the journey. Most pilgrims learn much
more from the valleys than from the high places. In spiritual tradition, both deserts and valleys
are places of outer death and inner renewal. Treacherous terrain, getting lost, and all kinds of
unexpected challenges: these things strip away the illusion that we are in control and can open
space for us to discover that every moment is Holy. Henri Nouwen writes,
He who walks the mystical way is called to unmask the illusory quality of human society.
No mystic can prevent himself from becoming a social critic, since in self-reflection he
will discover the roots of a sick society.19
It is the inward journey, the journey into silence, that allows us to discover the deep truth
of who we are. Who we are is both light and shadow, both good and evil. And we
continually project both of these parts out onto the world around us. Parker Palmer writes
that, “A good leader is intensely aware of the interplay between shadow and light, lest the
act of leadership do more harm than good.20
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Listening leaders don’t only discover the truth of who they are, but who God is. And from that
discovery grows a critical dimension of service: the ability to see who others are.
In Genesis 2 God brings all the animals to Adam, and he gives each a name. Throughout the
Bible we see God giving new names to special people, names that signify a God given purpose.
Abram becomes Abraham, the father of nations. Jacob becomes Israel. To name something is
more than mere description: it is to see something deeply true about its created nature and also to
release that essence into the world. Listening leaders will function in the same way as Adam,
seeing and calling out something essential in those they serve, thus lifting and releasing those
people to a new level in their own service.
Palmer describes five interior monsters that we must encounter in order to become leaders who
listen -- hospitable people.
1. insecurity about identity and worth. Many leaders have an extroverted orientation that makes this
hard to see. But often extroversion is a way to cope with self-doubt; plunging into external activity
to prove that we are worthy..
2. the conviction that the world is a battle-ground, hostile to human interests. This metaphor grips
the imagination of some leaders, becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy that creates high stakes games,
intense competition, and requires fierce loyalty. The fear of losing the fight creates conditions
where people feel compelled to live as if they were at war.
3. functional atheism, the belief that ultimate responsibility for everything rests with us. This
shadow leads us to impose our will on others, and often results in depression, burnout and despair.
It explains why the average group can barely tolerate fifteen seconds of silence.
4. fear, especially fear of chaos. Many of us are deeply devoted to eliminating chaos in the world.
We want to organize and orchestrate things so that messiness does not intrude and overwhelm us.
We especially want to avoid change, dissent, and pain. This shadow results in rigidity of rules,
creating an ethos that is imprisoning rather than empowering.
5. the denial of death. Behind this denial lurks the fear of failure, and the belief that failure reflects
on my deep identity. In most organizations failure means a pink slip, and deep shame. The best
leaders know that failure – and suffering -- are sources of profound learning, and they reward risks.

V. Listening from the Future
God’s future is among God’s people.
Leading by listening tends to evoke images of passivity, but
in reality the good listener is intently active: intentional,
focused, and attentive. Perhaps the listener as leader is like
the conductor of a symphony – he lives to assist others in
hearing the real music.
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"A good conductor does not merely tell everyone what to do; rather he helps everyone to
hear what is so. For this he is not primarily a telling but a listening individual: even while
the orchestra is performing loudly he is listening inwardly to silent music. He is not so much
commanding as he is obedient."
"The conductor conducts by being conducted. He first hears, feels, loses himself in the silent
music; then when he knows what it is he finds a way to help others hear it too. He knows
that music is not made by people playing instruments, but rather by music playing people."21
The future of God is among the people of God. The listener as leader betrays a deep confidence
in the Holy Spirit, and in God’s presence among His people. He knows that the ascension of the
Lord resulted in the shattering of the veil in the Temple, and the following experience of
Pentecost, where a new prophethood of believer-priests was born, each with the ability to hear
from God and speak what they hear. What we call the “hermeneutical community” is nothing
less than the living Presence of Jesus in His body, guiding and directing, moving and prompting.
Leader as listener is intently aware that “the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.”
In his essay on Story, JRR Tolkien writes,
…"There is need of renewal and return… [not to] seeing things as they are, and thus
involve myself with philosophers, though I might venture to say "seeing things as we are
(or were) meant to see them" - as things apart from ourselves. There is a need to clean the
windows; so that the things seen clearly may be freed from the drab blur of triteness or
familiarity - from possessiveness."22
Houston, we have a problem. The windows are dirty and we are immersed in noise. We have lost
a sense of the Grand Narrative, the Story that shapes our lives. We have not been attentive to
Spirit, but rather have been distracted by a thousand things. We will need to choose disciplines
that restore our ability to listen. Some of these disciplines will be personal, and some communal.
Listening from the future is an acknowledgement that God’s future is present now in seed form
among His people. Ann Kline of the Shalem Institute writes of spiritual direction that it differs
from counseling by virtue of its focus and its goals. She writes, “The focus of the spiritual
direction relationship is not what the director says. It is not even so much what the directee says,
although hearing our words out loud can have its own power of prayer and provide some helpful
clarity. It is what each hears God saying in the spaces between the words, in the quiet
attentiveness to what lies beneath the words: a deep desire to sense God's presence, here and
now, and find that to be a steadfast and trustworthy reality.”
Listening from the future is less about setting a direction than about participating in a
conversation that becomes a process of communal discernment. In his own take on leadership as
process Dwight Friesen observed that, "Leadership is about conversation. Leadership has less to
do with the clarity of vision, and much more do to with the quality of conversation. How one
fosters conversation is everything: bringing self to the table, creating open space, speaking,
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naming, surrendering the need to be right, etc. Hidden agendas, unstated vision, passive
aggressive needs to control, and rigid categories are just a few of the many ills ready to subvert
[a learning] conversation."23
Earlier I recalled the narrative of Genesis 2, where God brings all the animals to Adam, and
Adam gives each a name. The first task of humankind is to create language. But really this was
the second task, or even the third. The first task was to agree to God’s assignment, the second
task was to become an observer and listener, to tune two ears: one to the Creator and the other to
the creation. The third task was to birth new language. In speaking to essence Adam wedded the
heart of God for creation to speech. He used Holy imagination to call forth essence. In these
times when we have largely forgotten who we are, we need to embrace this same poetic and
priestly vocation, reengaging in the narratives that shape our peculiar identity. Dietrich
Bonhoeffer wrote in a time when the Church sought life at the cost of faithfulness. Rather than
choosing the life through the Cross, she chose self-preservation.
During these years the Church has fought for self-preservation as though it were an end in
itself, and has thereby lost its chance to speak a word of reconciliation to humanity and to
the world at large. So our traditional language must perforce become powerless and remain
silent, and our Christianity will be confined to praying and doing right to our human
brothers and sisters. Christian thinking, speaking and organizing must be reborn out of this
praying and this action.. It will be a new language.. the language of a new righteousness
and truth, which proclaims the peace of God with humankind and the advent of his
kingdom. 24
Jesus emptied Himself and made Himself vulnerable to enter our world. It was the incarnate and
humble Word who finally broke into our darkness. And incarnation, we know, is the path to
God’s future. On this day in the history of the world, and on this day in God’s story, we are like
those awakening from a long sleep. We have taken the red pill, and we are discovering how deep
the rabbit hole goes. We are seeing how deeply immersed and accommodated we have become
to a narrow set of values, anchored solidly in a limited Enlightenment epistemology: a particular
way of knowing the world. Parker Palmer25 and others are helping us discern the violence of that
method, and we are discovering that while science illuminated one set of truths, it lost another.
Holy imagination is helping us to rediscover the hearth, and in the process, we might also
reclaim the church as an alternative culture. In A Peculiar People Rodney Clapp writes,
Reclaiming Christianity as culture enables us to move from decontextualized propositions
to traditioned, storied, inhabitable truths; from absolute certainty to humble confidence;
23
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from austere mathematical purity to the rich if less predictable world of relational trust;
from control of the data to respect of the other in all its created variety; from individualist
knowing to communal knowing and being known; and from once-for-all rational
justification to the ongoing pilgrimage of testimony.26
What journey could be more important in this hour? The journey to renewed hearts won’t be
made by those who are immersed in propositions. Walter Ong comments that written words are
residue…” When an often told story is not actually being told, all that exists of it is the potential
in certain human beings to tell it.”27 The Hebrew word for “word,” dabar means both word and
event. Only what unites mind and heart, word and spirit, is incarnational. What is born of the
Spirit among God’s people in the Holy imagination may then take flesh.28 David Fitch asks,
“What if we cast aside the modernist language-world dichotomy and instead see language as that
by which we participate in reality, a way of life that then enables us to experience things which
cannot be captured in language alone?”
Listening begins as a priestly task and then becomes prophetic and poetic. It begins in a quiet and
personal space and then becomes communal and incarnational. It connects what was with what
will be. Not content with the status quo, with a tame God and a civil religion, it reaches forward
in hope and faith to God’s surprising future. Far from merely the task of some designated leader,
this is a communal process. We empty ourselves of our personal agendas and wait together to
hear God speaking. We enter the pregnancy of a shared silence, a sacred space where the word
can resound. It requires weakness more than strength, and surrender more than control. It
requires vulnerability comparable to the kenotic vulnerability of Jesus, the Word who became
Enfleshed among us.
VI Listening and Differance
For the last few weeks a couple of images and ideas have been in
my gaze. As I have been reflecting on leadership as listening I’ve
been wondering, “what makes the difference?” Why are some
more inclined to listen.. and to what are they tuned? Why the
difference?
And notice.. to be “attuned” to anything is to exclude other things.
There is a connection between leadership and difference.
Furthermore, to notice difference one must be in some sense on the
margins. As the authors of Surfing the Edge of Chaos note,
Edges are important to life: in fact, we are drawn to them. They
define a frontier that tells us we are about to venture father than we
have ever gone before. “As long as one operates in the middle of
26
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things,” states science writer William Thompson, “one can never really know the nature in
which one moves.”
The visual cortex of our brain directs our eyes to look for edges, helping us to distinguish
figure from background and consequently get our bearings..29
Now you may be hearing echoes of others who ran along this track for a time. The first is
Gregory Bateson and his reflections on information: “information is difference that makes a
difference.” If there is no difference, then information doesn’t inform: it is merely noise.
The second one who ran along a parallel track is Father Jacques. He coined a new word:
différance. He notes that difference is neither a word, nor a concept. Words and concepts are
themselves différance from other words and concepts and this gives différance its meaning. That
would give me the sense that differance is somehow transcendental: but Derrida denies this.
Wikipedia explains like this:
“The word “house” derives its meaning more as a function of how it differs from “shed”,
“mansion”, “hotel”, “building”, “hovel”, “hours”, “hows”, “horse”, etc. etc., than how the
word “house” may be tied to a certain image of a traditional house. Not only are the
differences between the words relevant here, but the differentials between the images
signified are also covered by différance. Deferral also comes into play, as the words that
occur following “house” in any expression will revise the meaning of that word,
sometimes dramatically so.
Thus, complete meaning is always postponed in language; there is never a moment when
meaning is complete and total.”
If complete meaning is always postponed, then it is always coming into being and never simply
here or there. (Can you hear echoes of Jesus teaching on the kingdom of God?) Yet somehow
leaders are tuned to difference, and perhaps to becoming. Leadership is somehow anchored in the
future as much as in the present.
Do leaders, then, function similarly to a lens that
focuses light? In Surfing the authors claim that
leaders focus intention. But in what direction
and to what end do they focus it? How do they
choose which elements to focus? Leaders are
somehow tuned to difference.
A few different images have been playing in my
mind around this focus and intention. The first is
the VLA. The Very Large Array is featured in
the movie “Contact,” and consists of 27
independent radio antennae west of Sorocco, New Mexico. All these large antennae are pointed
at the heavens, and they collect huge amounts of information via radio waves. Not all the
29
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information they collect is useful. In a sense, what determines the utility or even meaning of the
information they collect is the question they are assigned to address. The lens that focuses the
information, allowing it to make a difference, is the leader or team leading a particular project.
A second image is the laser beam. Lasers are unusual instruments. They gain their particular
power by taking light and focusing it into coherent rays. The light is focused through a lens: the
lens in the laser collects light. In the first lasers the lens was a ruby, and that’s why in early
science fiction laser beams were always colored red. Without that focus, the light had no
particular power - it made no difference.
Or think of the crystal in the early radios. It collected radio waves and allowed a signal to be
separated out from all the background noise (other signals) and then translated into sound waves
that could be heard and understood.
There are a number of things about these analogies that interest me. First is that they begin with
many sources, a lot of information - many “listeners” or collectors. The many are what give the
system its great potential. 27 lenses in the VLA give it incredible listening power or “resolution”
that two or three dishes would lack. Second is that the many are then interpreted or focused by
one or a few.
The third thing is this whole notion of “in formation.” To be in-formed is to be inwardly formed.
Leadership, like lenses, makes a difference. By choosing attention leadership disturbs a system,
bringing change.
“Leaders are to a social system what a properly shaped lens is to light. They focus
intention and do so for better or for worse. If adaptive intention is required, the social
system must be disturbed in a profound and prolonged fashion. Magnifying a threat or
utilizing organizational devices to propagate “genetic diversity” then becomes important.”
30
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VII Listening and L’Avenir
Is it possible to live in the humility of knowing that our purpose, as
clearly as we self-define it, is but “a husk of meaning”? The task is
really to become superb listeners. Heidegger wrote that waiting,
listening, was the most profound way to serve God.31
People cannot discover new lands until they have the courage to
lose sight of the shore. Andre Gide
One of the most fundamental precursors of emergence is emptiness,
and an ability to embrace mystery. On the other hand, one of the
most fundamental characteristics of modernity is the search for
certainty. No wonder we haven’t been very good at waiting!
It isn't easy embracing insecurity. It isn't easy leaving our comfort
zones, our titles, or our previous understanding behind. With every
change of paradigm comes the need to embrace a new selfunderstanding, and the loss of a settled identity.
But our faith paradigm itself is rooted in a fundamental insecurity.
The heroes of faith are described by the writer of Hebrews, they went out, “not knowing where
they were going.” Faith is a trusting in something beyond sight, something we have not yet seen.
The goal of Christian leadership is a living community. Because the goal is a living community
we know that it is a place where there are no professionals, only amateurs.. "amati" is Latin for
"lover" and professionals are hirelings who arrive with the baggage of identity and status. Those
who arrive with so much to protect rarely have the courage to lose sight of the shore; but those
who arrive as lovers – ah! – these ones will give all that they have simply to behold His face.
Every noble crown is, and on earth will forever be, a crown of thorns.
Thomas Carlyle
In one "Jesus" movie there is a scene near the end where Jesus appears to His disciples in the
upper room. Together they kneel in love and awe as He smiles at them. They are united in
worship and in love. There are no "apostles" or "leaders" .. together they are lovers and servants,
and in His presence they are all on the same level.
Community and mission are both about love and emptiness of our own agendas. Only those who
"forsake all" for the sake of love can reach a city not built with hands.
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So it seems that a precondition of the emergent church is emptiness. Only the empty, the poor,
the naked and the disenfranchised can see clearly, because they have no vested interests and
nothing left to lose. This is why Jesus says that we must become as children in order to enter the
Kingdom of God.
Stained glass window in the dining hall of Caius College, in
Cambridge, commemorating Francis Crick and representing the
structure of DNA.

So often we think of science as quantitatively a different
pursuit than the world of faith. We reason that faith is about
uncertainty and science about certainty. Faith is playful;
science is serious.
Yesterday as I waited for my wife to return from shopping I
overheard an interview with a scientist who was talking
about Watson and Crick, the two researchers who in 1953
uncovered the function of DNA. What struck me about the
discussion was two things:
1) at the DNA level structure is function. DNA functions by
replicating itself.
2) both harmony (structure and community) and irreverence
(playfulness and chaos) are necessary for new paradigms to
emerge, because those who are within the system (at authority
levels) usually have too much at stake to embrace sweeping
change. This means that new paradigms are only
discovered/embraced by those on the edge, those who are not
afraid to challenge the established wisdom.. those willing to ask
hard questions and those with no reputation at stake.

One author writes of Watson and Crick that,
"it was a tale of boundless ambition, impatience with authority and disdain, if not
contempt, for received opinion. ("A goodly number of scientists," Watson explained, "are
not only narrow-minded and dull but also just stupid.") Yet the Watson and Crick story is
also one of sublime harmony, an example, as a colleague put it, of "that marvelous
resonance between two minds--that high state in which 1 plus 1 does not equal 2 but more
like 10." (PBS.org)
Last year a friend related to me that the physicists who are researching quantum dynamics and
who are working with the very smallest particles came up against another mystery. It seems that
while there were some things that were definable, one of the largest questions remaining was
about the power in matter. No one knows where it comes from. This caused one scientist to
theorize that, "Perhaps the power is in the blank spaces."
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Blank spaces are what we lose when we organize. Blank spaces are those elements of shred life
that remain shrouded in mystery. In fact, community itself IS a mystery. You can plan it,
organize it and pray for it and still not get it. It requires something spontaneous and unreachable
by human effort and thought alone. It requires more weakness than strength, and we aren't very
good at weakness. Community is a gift, and we aren't good at receiving. Eugene Peterson writes,
"The secularized mind is terrorized by mysteries. Thus it makes lists, labels people,
assigns roles, and solves problems. But a solved life is a reduced life. These tightly
buttoned-up people never take great faith risks or make convincing love talk. They deny or
ignore the mysteries and diminish human existence to what can be managed, controlled,
and fixed. We live in a cult of experts who explain and solve. The vast technological
apparatus around us gives the impression that there is a tool for everything if we can only
afford it. Pastors cast in the role of spiritual technologists are hard put to keep that role
from absorbing everything else, since there are so many things that need to be and can, in
fact, be fixed."
"But "there are things," wrote Marianne Moore, "that are important beyond all this
fiddle." The old time guide of souls asserts the priority of the "beyond" over "this fiddle."
Who is available for this kind of work other than pastors? A few poets, maybe; and
children, always. But children are not good guides, and most of the poets have lost interest
in God. That leaves pastors as guides through the mysteries." 32
So we listen and we wait. We wait without knowing, for knowing would be knowledge of the
wrong thing. We wait without certainty, for certainty would be faith in the wrong thing.
Who waits for what he does not know? And who listens for what he has already heard? The true
listener moves beyond the noise of expectation and desire to wait in stillness for the Word. This
ability to embrace liminal space is rare, and rarely embraced.
There is yet faith
But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting.33
Jacques Derrida, the man Caputo calls Father Jacques, writes on “l’avenir” to come. Derrida,
considered agnostic by most commentators, often evidences a profound faith in a God he refuses
to name. He recognizes that to name what we don't know is only another means of reaching for
control; he stands and waits.
"In general, I try to distinguish between what one calls the future and “l’avenir.” The future is that
which- tomorrow, later, next century - will be. There’s a future which is predictable, programmed,
scheduled, foreseeable. But there is a future, l’avenir (to come) which refers to someone who
comes whose arrival is totally unexpected. For me, that is the real future. That which is totally
unpredictable. The other who comes without my being able to anticipate their arrival. So if there is
a real future beyond this other known future, it’s l’avenir in that it’s the coming of the other when I
am completely unable to foresee their arrival."
32
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VIII Discernment and Identity – The Interpretive Moment Part I
"The Christian Church came into being at Pentecost. The gift of the Holy Spirit on that occasion
is generally called the gift of tongues, but it might equally well be called the gift of ears…. As
Sir William Osler said: half of us are blind, few of us feel, and we are all deaf. As writers,
readers, human beings, we cannot speak to or understand each other unless we are first prepared
to listen. Of all the gifts which the Holy Spirit is able to bestow, the one for which we should
first and most earnestly pray is humility of ear."34
Recently I attended a Catholic service, and I was struck by the extended reading of Scripture. It
suddenly seemed to me that Scripture had a voice of its own. Most of my last twenty years has
been spent in evangelical and charismatic circles: I have rarely heard Scripture set apart in such a
manner. But perhaps that fasting from the Word has prepared me to hear it again.
In the noise of our solemn gatherings, how do we become hearers again? When so much of our
attention has been focused vertically, how do we make room for God to speak?
These final two sections are intended as further theological and structural reflection. I want to
explore something of the nature of the hermeneutical community in its dance of discernment. I
believe this dance is anchored in a profound ability to listen.
This ability, or competency, has been described by many
observers in diverse settings and for a variety of purposes. In
their thinking about communal transformation and the process
of leadership, Senge, Jaworski, Flowers and Scharmer write in
Presence that a new way forward will emerge from building
three integrated capacities: “a new capacity for observing that
no longer fragments the observer from what is observed; a new
capacity for stillness that no longer fragments who we really are
from what’s emerging; a new capacity for creating alternative
realities that no longer fragments the wisdom of the head, heart
and hand; a new capacity for cooperation that harnesses the
intelligence and spirit of all people at all levels.”35
Perhaps an awkward reframing would describe part of what I
am after. How do we become hearers of the Word, and not
merely doers? How do we know ourselves as deeply loved by God, heard and understood by
Him, and as part of an ongoing Story which is like the music of heaven, given from above:
given, and not created by us? Oscar Romero wrote,
It helps, now and then, to step back
And take the long view.
The kingdom is not only beyond our efforts,
It is beyond our vision.
34
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How do we learn to listen, and how do we become interpretive communities that know
ourselves in a new way as we listen together?
In A Peculiar People,36 Rodney Clapp asks whether the decline in print media may be a boon to
the Church. At the time the Scriptures were written, the culture was an oral culture. Few could
read, and even those who could read rarely owned manuscripts. Texts were generally the
possession of a community, particularly sacred texts. When the community gathered, the texts
would be read, and when the community studied, texts were memorized because they were too
bulky and valuable to be carried around.
In the early days of our faith, to hear the Word of God was literally to hear it spoken.
Oral communication is inherently dynamic and living. It requires one person to speak, and
another to hear. By contrast, “written words are residue.. When an oft told story is not actually
being told, all that exists of it is the potential in certain human beings to tell it,”37 writes Walter
Ong. It is no accident that the Hebrew word “dabar” means both “word” and “event.” For the
Word to be heard once necessitated a communal presence and communal listening.
Furthermore, oral communication could not escape context. Oral communication only exists
among a certain people in a particular setting. The written word, on the other hand, can be both
abstracted and cleared of context. As Ong puts it, “Writing fosters abstractions that disengage
knowledge from the arena where human beings struggle with one another. It separates knower
from the known.” 38
Losing the essential relatedness of truth is the foundation of many kinds of oppression. This
relational nature is preserved in the old English word troth: truth is both personal and covenantal.
The freezing of communication abstracts truth from context, and thus both individualizes and
privatizes words. The result is further abstraction, further loneliness, and greater oppression. Our
culture hungers for community in part because we insisted on the myth of objectivity.
Thankfully, the rising culture offers the opportunity for a new kind of engagement. The internet
communities that are expanding so rapidly at Xanga, MySpace, Facebook and a variety of other
venues including the explosion of blogs demonstrate not only the hunger for connection, but the
hunger for conversation. Video blogging, podcasts and webcasts are taking those connections to
a new level, and include both voice and image.
What would happen if we reconnect with an oral tradition? Might we escape some of the
abstraction of the Gospel that occurred in modernity? Is it possible for us to reenter the Story?
In The Church in Emerging Culture Brian McLaren suggests that our understanding of “gospel”
must be “de-propositionalized”. That is, the gospel is to be understood as an ongoing narrative
rather than a systematic gathering of mechanisms and constructs. Such an approach to the gospel
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will be a “many versioned, multi-dimensional, and cumulative engagement” which will catalyze
the story among others.39
Carl Raschke boldly calls us to repentance. “Back to the Word not as a logical construct, but as
the living power and presence, as the testament of the One who gave his life for us!”40
One of the insights of postmodern thought is that when we use certain lenses to view reality, the
lenses themselves become part of our seeing. Rose colored glasses add a certain tint to every
vista. The philosophical discourse of propositions is a rose colored glass that distorts and
objectifies God and His gospel.
The implications for the leader as listener are spelled out by Raschke. We need to move from a
view of Scripture as truth to Scripture as vocative: it is the story of God’s self-revelation in
history, the story of His covenant faithfulness, and His voice to us, calling for a faithful
response. Raschke opines,
“Propositional language is always flattened, confined to the third person. It is always “about”
something else. Vocative language, however, requires the second person and expresses the “IThou” relation.”41
Raschke argues that we face a fundamental logical dilemma. We can predicate of the second
person, but we cannot make the second person a predicate. He continues:
According to Levinas, this distinction reflects the fundamental “ontological” distinction
between logic and Logos. Logos is that from which all “saying” proceeds. Logos cannot be
said. It is neither an “essence” nor an “entity.” It is the voice of the Other that addresses
us.42
Raschke concludes that “When the infinite God speaks to finite beings, only faith can wrestle
with the meaning or application in that particular time and place.”43 Committing to the authority
of Scripture is like saying, “I do,” in our marriage vows. When we say those words, there is
much we do not know. We take the risk because we are “in love.” We step forward into the void
together, “not knowing where we are going.” Faith always entails risk, and our attempt to be
risk-free is unfaithful. We are left to make a risky response in complete freedom and learn a new
level of dependence.
What does this mean for the human community reflecting on God: doing theological work? If we
listen alone, or do theology alone, we lose the context of life and have again abstracted the word.
No, we can’t retreat into subjectivism. Then how do we become an interpretive community? We
bow in worship. Pete Rollins writes that,
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The difference between the idea that our Christian traditions describe God and that they are
worshipful responses to God is important to grasp, for while the former seeks to define, the latter
is engaged with response. By charting the latter course, those within the emerging conversation
perceive a very different way of understanding theology. It is no longer thought of as a human
discourse that speaks of God but rather as the place where God speaks into human discourse.44
We are an interpretive community when we listen together. We are a faithful community when
the text interprets us.

IX Leader as Listener: The Interpretive Moment Part II
The most fundamental quality of the leader as listener is discernment. The vision and expression
already exist in God’s future: the leader listens from the future into this moment to assist in the
birth of God’s kingdom in this context and time
This can be pictured in what I call the Interpretive Moment.

The interpretive moment pictures the relationship between leadership and sight, or how we move
into God’s future.. the heading of the Holy Spirit, and His call.. as a community in view of
current context. In NT Wright’s terms, it is how the community of God write the final play
together, partnering with God in authoring the ongoing story of His mighty acts in history.
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This diagram is an attempt to integrate multiple lenses. One set of lenses is the intersection of the
Narrative Sequence and the Poetic Sequence, which come together in what Willard Drath called
“the third principle.”45 The third principle defines leadership as the property of a living system.
Lens 1 – The Narrative and the Poetic Sequence
According to Norman Peterson theology operates at the level of discourse of basic and
consequent beliefs. Standing behind these beliefs are a particular worldview. The book of
Romans, for example, offers a look into the wider worldview and belief system on which Paul
draws. In Peterson’s terms,46 this is the “narrative sequence.” The actual arguments of the letter
itself are the “poetic sequence.” I am applying Peterson’s metaphor to leadership in the context
of the living Body.
The narrative sequence is the story of God’s people as lived in a particular community over
time. These stories exist in every community in a unique and particular way, and are often told
and retold by those members of the community who are custodians of the story. They are
immersed in the rhythms of the daily life of the community, usually over an extended period of
time.
The poetic sequence describes the unique adaptive challenges facing a particular community
today. God sets people in a place for His own redemptive purposes, and He sets people in a
particular place and a particular time. In a sense, the incarnation continues through God’s people.
Both the narrative sequence of an individual community and the poetic sequence are given to us;
there is little we can do to change them.
An attempt to understand the particular call of God on a particular community at a particular
time which neglects the narrative sequence runs the risk of promoting human vision or ego over
the call of God: in theological terms, we would fail to exegete the story of the community, a
story that has been providentially woven by God, instead imposing our own interpretation. Or,
majoring on the poetic sequence, we would fail to notice how our particular adaptive challenges
connect to the larger Story of God’s mighty acts in history and the story of God’s people.
Lens 2 - Trialogue
The triangle and the circular shaded areas represent Grenz trialogue, the ongoing conversation in
the community of faith between scripture, tradition, and culture (or picture Wesley’s
quadrilateral). It is assumed that God’s Spirit is invited to presence Himself in this conversation.
At the center is the point where the adaptive challenge is met by God’s people in converging
conversations (Toews) - the core of the leadership process and Drath’s “3rd principle.”
When the narrative sequence meets the poetic sequence in the hermeneutical and enSpirited
community, leaderful groups engage in relational dialogue with the story of God”s people in
hope of discovering God’s future. This is a process of “meaning making” connecting what God
is doing in His people and what He wants to do among them and in the world around them – His
45

Drath, Willard. The Deep Blue Sea (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2001)
Norman R. Petersen. Rediscovering Paul (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985).

46

http://www.nextreformation.com

kingdom purposes for this time and place. “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it
is in heaven…”
Lens 3 – Kaleidoscopic Dance
In an interview at the Ooze in 2002 Ron Martoia described the kaleidoscopic dance. He
described three mirrors, or lenses, which provide the dance of ministry pieces and programs for a
particular body in its missional engagement in the world. The mirrors are the apostolic, the
prophetic and the poetic. These three mirrors, interacting together, reflect a very distinctive
ministry dance and provide the mission and vision for a faith community.
"The apostolic mirror says what we see out there in our "sentness" role as a church. Most
churches are very focused within their four walls. The word apostle means sent one. The church
isn't to be gathered except to be sent out. As we go out into the culture, what do we see and hear
that will enable us to address ministry in ways that are culturally sensitive? In other words, the
apostolic mirror reflects to us all the culture context can show us.
"The prophetic mirror reflects to us the new thing God wants to do in us and through us. Isaiah
43 says God wants to do a new thing. This mirror reflects to us God's heart at the moment and in
the context of the apostolic mirror of the cultural context we find ourselves.
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"The third mirror is the poetic. Every church has a unique voice, unique gifts, a unique way of
expressing what God is doing through them. The poetic mirror reflects each churches unique
delivery system to the community around them. When apostolic "sentness" captures the cultural
context, and then mingles with the new thing God wants to speak prophetically into the culture
and that is sieved through the poetic voice of the church, you have a very unique missional
picture emerge that shapes and contours ministry initiatives for that local church. The interplay
of those three mirrors and the corresponding ministry beachheads that emerge are what I call the
kaleidoscopic dance."
The leader as listener is engaged in this kaleidoscopic dance. They are stewards of the stories of
the community, poets bringing the world to speech, and mirrors to the community of its God
dreams. Leadership tunes one ear to the future, and one to the past. Leadership attempts to
bridge the gap between the possibilities birthed by God in the redemptive community and the
possibilities that are not yet alive in the surrounding context.47

X Conclusion: the Leader as Listener
With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this
Calling
We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.48
Oddly, as I close this reflection on the leader as listener, I
haven’t reflected explicitly on the relationship of listening to
love. Yet there is probably no more fundamental connection.
In one of the most classic works on community, Dietrich
Bonhoeffer writes,
The first service that one owes to others in the fellowship consists in listening to them. Just
as love to God begins with listening to his word, so the beginning of love to the brethren is
learning to listen to them. It is God’s love for us that he not only gives us his Word but also
lends us his ear…49
I began this journey wondering if the word “leadership” is redeemable. Through the Industrial
Age the term gained specific connotations: mostly of activity, power, control - and a separation
of people into classes. “Leadership” comes with its own baggage of history and practice that
47
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prevent us from perceiving something fundamental about shared life and purpose, our common
“following” of Jesus and our common identity as God’s people.
The word “leader” and “leadership” still connote management and control for many people, and
many “leaders” still work within old paradigms of authority and top-down systems. The pressure
to offer security in quick answers only increases as we near the threshold of chaos. Moreover,
leadership implies directionality, and leaders know exactly where they are going, right? Bono of
U2 sings,
The more you see the less you know,
The less you find out as you go,
I knew much more then, than I do now…50
People look to leaders to rescue them: yet that is precisely the wrong response from leaders.
Discipleship is first and fundamentally walking by faith: a confidence in a transcendent Other
who knows the way, even if that way leads through darkness. Perhaps this is why one writer
defines love as “the art of leading you gently back to yourself.”51
Modernism, supremely confident in human reason, stressed "getting the right answer." The Bible
became a textbook to help us believe right. In the postmodern world the Bible helps us to live
right, and the teacher of great worth is the one who can ask the right questions, and then walk the
road of discovery with others. Jen Lemen comments,
"I wonder if the point of the post-whatever-pastor is simply about holding space. Not space
so you can examine me and try to be just like me as your leader, but space so that you can
think about who you need to become, about who you are already in relationship to this
alternate reality we call the kingdom.
“The leader just shows you how not to be too afraid while you do that, how to relax a little,
how to plunge ahead into chaos lighthearted and pull yourself out of the fire unscathed. A
leader shows you by living beside you what it means to be terrified yet faithful, doubtful
yet full of hope…”52
Leadership is a profoundly spiritual vocation. Margaret Wheatley writes that no one can create
sufficient stability and equilibrium for people to feel secure and safe. Instead, “as leaders we
must help people move into a relationship with uncertainty and chaos. Spiritual teachers have
been doing this for millennia. Therefore, I believe that the times have led leaders to a spiritual
threshold. We must enter the domain of spiritual traditions if we are to succeed as good leaders
in these difficult times.53
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Can we redeem the language of leadership? Only if we make leadership a spirituality: an act of
worship, and a way of being in the world.
Speech is a sacramental act. If we use the
language of leadership apart from embodying
leadership as a fundamentally loving and
spiritual vocation, we won’t contribute to the
new world God wants to give us. There is no
use in praying “Your kingdom come” if we
refuse to embody a new way of living. Pascal
wrote that,
A new language really introduces a new heart.
In his Gospel Jesus Christ gave us a sign by
which to recognize those who have faith.
"They will speak with new tongues." What happens is that a renewal of thoughts and
desires brings about a renewal of language. Renewal is a constant necessity...

In an article in REV Magazine in 2001 Brian McLaren compares modern leadership to the
Wizard in Oz, and postmodern leadership to Dorothy.54
At first glance, Dorothy is all wrong as a model of leadership. She is the wrong gender (female)
and the wrong age (young). Rather than being a person with all the answers, who knows what’s
up and where to go and what’s what, she is herself lost, a seeker, often bewildered, and
vulnerable. These characteristics would disqualify her from modern leadership. But they serve as
her best credentials for postmodern leadership. That is just the kind of person postmoderns can
identify with.
Now if this sounds really confused, consider a similar story in 1 Samuel 16.
The leadership situation in Israel is like this: Saul hasn’t done very well. Great looking,
convincing speaker, powerful presence.. but fairly full of himself. He tends to rely on his own
abilities, when Israel needs someone who knows how to rely on God. Israel needs a shepherd.
The Lord talks to Samuel about this and sends him out to the family of Jesse. It doesn’t take him
very long to find the guy with the best leadership qualities: he looks at the eldest son and thinks
EUREKA.. I’ve found the guy.
The Lord has something else in mind and he tells Samuel: “Do not look at this appearance or at
the height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for God sees not as man sees, for man
looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” 16:7
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Like many others, I spent some years admiring John Maxell and Bill Hybels. I thought, these
guys are successful. And they really sound impressive. I would attend leadership seminars and
leave depressed: I can never be those men.
The world I grew up in had Superman, Batman, the Lone Ranger, Rambo, Clint Eastwood and
John Wayne. Leadership theory was built around “the great man.” A lot of other people admired
this style of leadership, and when they tried to emulate it, it was like putting on Saul’s armor. It
didn’t fit. The churches they led suffered as a result.

McLaren finds ten Wizardly characteristics of modern leadership. (You’ll notice the masculine pronoun
used exclusively here.)
1. Bible Analyst: The modern Christian leader dissects the Bible like a scientist dissects a fetal pig
2. Broadcaster: Amplified voice electronically and a little reverb increases the power quotient
3. Objective Technician: The organization (church, ministry, etc.) is a machine, and the leader
knows how to work the machine. It’s the object, and he’s the subject.
4. Warrior/Salesman: Modern leadership is about conquest -- “winning” souls, launching
“crusades,” “taking” this city for Jesus, etc. And it’s about marketing, getting buy-in, selling (and
selling out).
5. Careerist: The modern leader earns credentials, grasps the bottom rung of the ladder, and climbs,
climbs, climbs – whether he is a stock-boy-who-would-be-CEO or a young preacher on the rise.
6. Problem-Solver: Come to him, and he’ll fix you.
7. Apologist: Come to him, and he’ll tell you why he’s right and your doubt or skepticism is wrong.
8. Threat: Through mocking caricatures a gifted orator can make you fear that if you don’t agree
with/follow/submit to his leadership, you’ll be banished – like the Wizard bellowing threats from
behind his curtain.
9. Knower: The modern Christian leader appears supremely confident in his opinions, perspectives,
beliefs, and formulations. While the rest of us question and doubt, he is the answer-man who
knows.
10. Solo Act: There’s only room for one in the Wizard’s control booth, and there’s only room for
one at the top of the church org chart.

With Dorothy the picture is completely different. She’s stuck in a predicament, lost, far from
home, needing to find the way. As she sets out on her journey, she finds other needy people
(actually not people exactly, but you get the point), one in need of courage, another in need of
intelligence, another in need of a heart. She believes that their varying needs can be fulfilled on a
common quest, and her earnestness, her compassion, and her determination galvanize them into a
foursome. Dorothy doesn’t have the knowledge to help them avoid all problems and dangers; she
doesn’t protect them from all threats and temptations. But she doesn’t give up, and in the end,
they all get what they need. Maybe people in the 1940’s were just beginning to yearn for a new
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way of leadership .. or perhaps an old way.. that is again being recognized – a post-wizard kind
of leadership:
McLaren argues that we must move..
•

From Bible analyst to spiritual sage

•

From Broadcaster to listener

•

From Technician to spiritual friend

•

From Warrior/Salesman to dancer

•

From Careerist to Amateur

•

From Problem Solver to Co-Searcher

•

From Apologist to Apologizer

•

From Knower to Seeker

•

From Solo Act to Team Builder

McLaren closes the reflection like this:
Maybe some of us are trying hard to be something we’re not. Maybe we’re imitating styles
of leadership that are becoming outdated, inappropriate. Maybe the best thing that could
happen to us would be to have the curtain pulled back to reveal us not as XXL
superheroes, but regular size-M men and women. Maybe then, with the amplifiers turned
off and the imaged dropped, we’ll hear Jesus inviting us to learn new ways of leading in
his cause.55
“Words, Bernardo.. there was a time when I believed in words.” So says Francis of Assisi to his
friend Bernardo as they stand on the wall of a broken down stone church in the Italian
countryside in the lovely film Brother Sun, Sister Moon. Will Bernardo join in the work? Or
does he just appreciate a good conversation.
This series of articles has involved over 12,000 words. In repentance I should seek to spend at
least two days in solitude. I close this series with a prayer from Thomas Merton.
MY LORD GOD, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I
cannot know for certain where it will end. Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I
think I am following your will does not mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that
the desire to please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all that I
am doing. I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire. And I know that if I
do this you will lead me by the right road though I may know nothing about it. Therefore I
will trust you always though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. I will not
fear, for you are ever with me, and you will never leave me to face my perils alone.56
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