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INTRODUCTION TO THE JOURNAL OF RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP

SPRING 2024 ISSUE
RoBERT K MARTIN, EDITOR

As this issue of the JRL is published in spring 2024, much of
our collective attention is riveted on global macro-problems such
as war and climate change as well as within our own nations with
regard to cultural polarization and threats to democracy. It can seem
as though our world is tearing apart at the seams. Understandably,
we might be losing hope and giving in to fear and pessimism.

And vyet, springtime (in the global north) offers another,
fundamental narrative arc, as an emergent expression of hope and
new life, of creativity and growth. In concert with the season, the
three Abrahamic religions testify to the reality of a new word, a new
liberation, and new life through the festivals of Ramadan, Passover,
and Easter, respectively. Do not fear, they proclaim; look to the
light and seek the truth, they teach. Each spiritual tradition offers
paths and practices of transformation whereby we can become,
slowly with dedication, the change this world needs.

If macro-events foster fear, where is hope generated? For most
of us, most of the time, hope is cultivated in the micro-connections
of community: in families, friendships — and germane to religious
leaders — in congregations. Engaging one another in the small,
seemingly insignificant interactions of everyday life, that over time
form our character and provide horizons of generativity stretching
out before us. Habituated, routinized interaction in a sustained
loving community is the nexus in which we come to know the
world as enlivening rather than deadening, as more hopeful and
less fearful.

For millennia, religious congregations of one form or another
have been primary but ambivalent loci that formed people for good
and ill, with hope and fear. Certainly, the cultural significance of
religious congregations in Western societies has greatly diminished
over the last century, but it is still true that the potential for
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6 MARTIN

religious life in community has great formative power to shape
human beings in every respect. If we want to shift the ambiguity
of our religious communities and traditions toward faith, hope,
and love, to engender shalom-oriented action toward “heaven-on-
earth”, then we need to commit to the character and quality of
life-giving practices that constitute human-scale communities of
family, friendship, and religious congregations.

The articles in this issue of the JRL speak from a variety of
perspectives about major aspects of religious life in congregations.
Each offers life-giving practices by which communities can become
more faithful, hopeful, and loving, and we, in turn, are fortified for
the struggle and inevitable suffering ahead.

Our first article, by Anthony Brown, draws upon the insights
of organizational management theory to examine the various roles
and interests of church members as “volunteers”. “Strategies to
Retain Volunteers in Churches” sets aside conventional and
sentimentalized ways we typically think about church members in
order to illumine six themes or practices that engage people and
keep people active and committed in their religious community.
He offers four essential recommendations for how leaders can
create a welcoming environment, communicate effectively, equip
people for greater capacity, and cultivate a celebratory organization.

Larry Crudup writes about the socio-ethical worldview within
which Black churches, in particular, might take up the mantle of
societal transformation and liberation once again. “Walk Together
Children” is a clarion call to specifically the Black Church to
adopt a “Leadership-as-Social Ethic” whereby congregations, and
the people who constitute them, reorient themselves away from
capitulating to oppressive racialized structures of the dominant
culture. Crudup offers insights from Black Liberation Theology
and Womanist Theology to restore the practice of prophetic
engagement as a central and definitive character of the Black
Church. His message challenges every religious community to
discern and live more fully into its higher calling, as well.

Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 23, No. 1, Spring 2024
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With uncanny relevance to Brown’s article, “A Follower
Perspective on Followership in the Congregation” shifts the
typical focus of JRL articles from the perspective of leaders on
leadership to that of “followers”. It flips the script: it informs leaders
about what followers want them to know about their perspectives,
their expectations, and their motivations. Acknowledging that
the roles and tasks of leaders and followers will naturally shift and
change within religious communities, Robert Lilleaasen lifts up
the challenges and interests of congregants who follow leaders. For
community leaders to know and value the perspectives of followers
has enormous implications for the ways leaders can best approach
congregations and how people are better prepared for leadership.

Our fourth essay, “Theologically Analyzing Secular
Leadership Theory” calls attention to the spiritual and theological
importance of not taking secular leadership theories at face value or
appropriating them uncritically. Jason Palmer argues persuasively
that faithful leadership must engage leadership theories with a
theologically critical eye and a spiritually discerning heart. As his
case in point, Palmer executes a careful examination of Robert
Greenleaf’s widely accepted “Servant Leadership” to uncover
two basic themes of Greenleaf’s perspective that reflect Pelagian
divergences from a broadly construed theological orthodoxy. He
shows how unexamined ideas can deleteriously and unwittingly
skew religious leadership away from its theological moorings and
spiritual integrity.

New Members of the JRL Board

It is with great pleasure that I enthusiastically welcome two
additions to the JRL Board:

Susan L. Maros (PhD, Fuller Theological Seminary) is an
Affiliate Assistant Professor of Christian leadership at Fuller
Theological Seminary, where she has also served as a doctoral
supervisor, and an adjunct professor at The King’s University,
Southlake, Texas. She is a past president of the Academy of Religious
Leadership and currently co-chair of the Practical Theology Interest
Group in the Society for Pentecostal Studies.

Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 23, No. 1, Spring 2024



8 MARTIN

Scott J. Hagley (PhD, Luther Seminary) joined the Pittsburgh
Seminary faculty in 2015 and currently serves as the W. Don
McClure Associate Professor of World Mission and Evangelism.
Formerly, he served as director of education at Forge Canada in
Surrey, British Columbia, where he worked to develop curriculum
to form missional leaders. He also served as teaching pastor
at Southside Community Church, a multi-site church in the
Vancouver metro area.

Inviting your manuscript submission to the JRL

Do you have an idea for an article to be published in the JRL?

Do you have a manuscript you would like to submit for consideration?
Contact Editor Robert Martin to talk about your idea or submit an essay
by emailing editor@atl-jil.org.

Book Reviews

Book Review Editor Michael Wilson has a list of books to review (receive
a free book!), or suggest your own, at mwilson@lancasterseminary.edu.
No unsolicited reviews accepted.

Guidelines for articles and book reviews are found at the ARL/JRL
website: https://arl-jrl.org

Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 23, No. 1, Spring 2024
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STRATEGIES TO RETAIN VOLUNTEERS IN CHURCHES
ANTHONY D. BROWN

Abstract
The primary workforce of churches is members who serve in
the church. However, retention of these members is an ongoing
global challenge for church leaders and wunless addressed,
church leaders will not be able to fulfill the purpose, vision,
and mission of the church. This essay explores how church
leadlers can use the Job Embeddedness Theory to develop and
implement strategies that retain this workforce. Through
thematic analysis of data collected from conducting interviews
with pastors six themes emerged: (a) organizational culture
of excellence, (b) training and mentoring, (c) clear and
effective communication, (d) rewards and recognition, (e)
sense of belonging, and (f) relational leadership practices.
A key recommendation for church leaders is to strengthen
organizationalembeddednessto promote a healthy, empowering,
and supportive organizational culture. Church leaders who
understand these strategies and how to implement them can
increase the organizational embeddedness of members who
serve which increases their desire to remain serving in a church.

Introduction

It is a truism that church attendance is declining and has been
falling for decades. Reasons abound for the disappearance of people
from congregational life, and I don’t claim to have a solution that
will universally reverse the trend. But even as we collectively search
for theological and spiritual answers to the decline, we might avail
ourselves of wisdom from secular sources as well, and I suggest,
from the business field of organizational management.
Anthony D. Brown is an ordained elder in the Church of the Nazarene, has two

decades of organizational management experience, and holds a Doctor of Business

Administration - Leadership from Walden University.
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Looking at our ecclesial situation from the perspective of
“outsiders” can generate insights that are truly useful. Because
the language and conceptuality in the field of organizational
management will be different from the religious field, a little
reinterpretation will be needed as we translate the ideas and
insights. Of course, we do not want to adopt a business mindset
wholesale and apply it uncritically to religious contexts, but the
method of “critical correlation™ is a time-tested theological process
of creatively learning from and contributing to other fields of
endeavor such as science and art.

In my research, Job Embeddedness Theory has proven to be
particularly helpful. Its aim is to understand why people stay in an
organization and how that organization can not only retain their
members but to enhance their experience in it and foster greater
loyalty to it. The language of organizational management tends
to refer to “volunteers” and “retention” while faith communities
will refer to “members” and “growing in discipleship.” But I
suggest that in order to learn most from ancillary fields such as
organizational management, we should sojourn into their world,
live in it for a while, so that we can understand things from that
perspective, without prematurely projecting our assumptions and
commitments upon it, thereby undercutting the insights we might
gain from looking at our situation from an authentically different
perspective.

In my Doctor of Business Administration degree program, I
sought to uncover strategies to retain members who voluntarily
serve in churches—volunteers. The strategies were discovered
through semi-structured interviews with pastors who excel at
retaining volunteers. I interviewed three pastors who managed
volunteers or created a volunteer management program.

Though three pastors might seem like a small sample size, this
met the requirement for a qualitative, multiple-case study due to
data saturation. In other words, by the time I interviewed the third

' Cf., David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the
Culture of Pluralism (New York: Crossroad, 1989).
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pastor, I uncovered no new information. I used a thematic analysis
from the Theory of Job Embeddedness to uncover common
strategies that church leaders used to retain volunteers. I started
the analysis process by coding the interviews according to the Job
Embeddedness Theory that yielded six themes that I talk about
as strategies. Though I interviewed senior pastors of Protestant,
nondenominational churches, the uncovered strategies can be
applied to many settings where leaders strive to retain volunteers.

From the perspective of organizational management, the idea
of volunteering conjures images of hosting a canned food drive for
an elementary school, serving on a parent teacher association or
homeowners association board, bathing dogs at an animal shelter,
or cleaning up a park alongside coworkers. Other examples include
skills-based volunteering which is when professionals use their skills
for an organization so that specialized work is completed without
the organization incurring a financial hardship.?

For example, an electrician might fix outlets in a nonprofit
organization’s building, or a counselor could offer to provide trauma
counseling in the aftermath of a natural disaster. When brought
to a church setting, organizational management would identify
common volunteer opportunities such as teaching a Sunday school
class, handing out food boxes to low-income families, participating
in the execution of a Vacation Bible School program, or running
the audio-visual booth on a Sunday morning.

Volunteering is typically understood as the choice to participate
in an act that provides a benefit without compensation.’ Therefore,
a volunteer is someone who provides skills or services to an
organization without regular compensation. Of course, a religious

2 Kiera Dempsey-Brench and Amanda Shantz, “Skills-Based Volunteering: A
Systematic Literature Review of the Intersection of Skills and Employee Vol-
unteering,” Human Resource Management Review 32, no. 4 (December 2022):
1-2, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2021.100874; Nor Syamaliah Ngah, Nor
Liza Abdullah, and Norazah Mohd Suki, “Servant Leadership, Volunteer Re-
tention, and Organizational Citizenship Behavior in Nonprofit Organizations:
Examining the Mediating Role of Job Satisfaction,” Nonprofit and Voluntary
Sector Quarterly, 2021, 2, htps://doi.org/10.1177/08997640211057409.

3 Dempsey-Brench and Shantz, 1-2.

Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 23, No. 1, Spring 2024



12 BrownN

perspective will reinterpret volunteerism theologically, but for
now let’s continue to stay with the perspective of organizational
management and its Job Embeddedness Theory.

There is a cliché saying that 20 percent of the members of an
organization do 80 percent of the work. The lack of committed
volunteers is evident in churches because the situation is common
that one person will teach Sunday school, sing in the choir, set up
tables for a potluck, and greet people coming through the doors for
morning worship. Volunteers are vital human capital for churches
because most churches cannot afford to recruit and pay enough
full-time staff members to execute all the necessary tasks required
to operate the church.?

Since 2013, volunteer rates have fallen from 29 percent to
25.4 percent internationally, while only 15 percent of Americans
dedicated time to volunteering.” This problem worsened during
the COVID-19 pandemic; in 2020, the United States experienced
a volunteer shortage of nearly two-thirds compared to previous
years due to lockdowns and other constraints on social interaction.®
Volunteer rates continue to remain lower than pre-pandemic levels,
comparable to rates during the Great Recession of 2008.” Serving
communities involves people doing the work. If church leaders
want to continue serving their local contexts effectively, church
leaders must implement strategies to retain volunteers.

Job Embeddedness Theory
Job Embeddedness Theory is a model that organizational
leaders use to identify predictors of why employees stay at

* Marlene Walk, Ruodan Zhang, and Laura Littlepage, “‘Don’t You Want to
Stay?” The Impact of Training and Recognition as Human Resource Practices
on Volunteer Turnover,” Nonprofit Management ¢ Leadership 29, no. 4 (2019):
509-510, https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.21344.

> Ngah, Abdullah, and Mohd Suki, 2.

¢ Wiley Online Library, “Volunteerism Takes Big Hit Due to Pandemic,”
Nonprofit Business Advisor 2021, no. 376 (2021): 5, hteps://doi.org/10.1002/
nba.30913.

7 Jeffrey M. Jones, “U.S. Charitable Donations Rebound; Volunteering Still
Down,” Gallup, January 11, 2022, https://news.gallup.com/poll/388574/chari-
table-donations-rebound-volunteering-down.aspx.
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organizations.® However, references to employees and organization
leaders can be synonymously interchanged with volunteers and
church leaders. While most of the Job Embeddedness Theory
academic literature references employee retention, this model also
can be used to identify why volunteers stay at organizations. This is
valuable because volunteers contribute to the purpose, vision, and
mission of a church.

Often, volunteers are the primary workforce of a church
and serve in place of employees. While there might be a limited
number of church staff, such as pastors, janitors, or administrators,
volunteers fulfill organizational responsibilities that employees
fulfill in other organizations. Church leaders might manage
employees differently from volunteers, however, strategies for
retaining volunteers outlined in this article can be used with most
management styles.

Terence Mitchell and his colleagues created Job Embeddedness
Theory because previous models were largely focused on predicting
uncoerced, unforced turnover. Researchers typically focused on
why employees leave an organization rather than stay’ because
turnover can greatly disturb an organization’s stability: it increases
hiring and training costs, saps employee morale, and compromises

10

organizational performance.’ Generally, turnover occurs due

to organizational decisions (involuntary) or employee decisions

8 Terence R. Mitchell et al., “Why People Stay: Using Job Embeddedness to
Predict Voluntary Turnover,” Academy of Management Journal 44, no. 6 (De-
cember 2001): 1104-5, https://doi.org/10.5465/3069391.

? David G. Allen and Rodger W. Griffeth, “Job Performance and Turnover:
A Review and Integrative Multi-Route Model,” Human Resource Manage-
ment Review 9, no. 4 (Winter 1999): 526, https://doi.org/10.1016/S1053-
4822(99)00032-7; Perry H. Prestholdt, Irving M. Lane, and Robert C.
Mathews, “Nurse Turnover as Reasoned Action: Development of a Process
Model,” Journal of Applied Psychology 72, no. 2 (May 1987): 221, https://doi.
org/10.1037/0021-9010.72.2.221.

10 Sandeep Basnyat and Chi Sio Clarence Lao, “Employees’ Perceptions on the
Relationship between Human Resource Management Practices and Employee
Turnover: A Qualitative Study,” Employee Relations: The International Journal
42, no. 2 (2019): 453-54, hteps://doi.org/10.1108/ER-04-2019-0182.
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(voluntary)." An organizational decision is when leaders initiate
turnover, such as firing an employee or conducting layoffs.'? This
contrasts with an employee decision to leave the organization.

Job Embeddedness Theory explores organizational and
community aspects of an employee’s life that contribute to
employee retention. This theory does not focus on specific elements
but on a generalized categorization of embeddedness to proactively
retain employees rather than reactively responding to turnover. By
focusing on general categories, Mitchell et al. sought to overcome a
narrowed concentration on attitudes and job satisfaction to branch
out into other categories than nonwork elements; therefore, the
general categories are link, fit, and sacrifice.”

Generally, Protestant churches differ from for-profit
organizations in vision, mission, and purpose. Leadership teams
of for-profit organizations aim to achieve competitive advantage
through innovation resulting in maximum profits while possibly
desiring to be sustainable.’ On the other hand, leadership teams
in churches seek to positively impact the community around them
by presenting holistic transformation through the preaching and
teaching of the Christian Gospel, conducting worship services
to create a weekly God encounter, and providing services to
the local community to help meet their needs.” Since church

! Paul Lyons and Randall Bandura, “Employee Turnover: Features and Per-
spectives,” Development and Learning in Organizations: An International Journal
34, no. 1 (January 1, 2019): 1, https://doi.org/10.1108/DLO-02-2019-0048.
2 Dominique N. Burrows, Christopher O. L. H. Porter, and Brittney Amber,
“Beyond Choosing to Leave: The Interactive Effects of on- and off-the-Job
Embeddedness on Involuntary Turnover,” Journal of Applied Psychology 107, no.
1 (January 2022): 130, https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000881.

13 Mitchell et al., 1104-1105.

! Manjeet Kharub, Rahul S. Mor, and Sudhir Rana, “Mediating Role of
Manufacturing Strategy in the Competitive Strategy and Firm Performance:
Evidence from SMEs,” Benchmarking: An International Journal 29, no. 10
(January 1, 2022): 3294-95, https://doi.org/10.1108/BIJ-05-2021-0257.

!> Vhumani Magezi and Patrick Nanthambwe, “Development and the Role of
the Church: Exploring Public Pastoral Care Positioning within Congregation-
al Ministry,” Verbum et Ecclesia 43, no. 1 (January 2022): 1-10, heeps://doi.
org/10.4102/ve.v43i1.2414.
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leaders’ primary goal is not to maximize profits, they must utilize
volunteers to perform the organization’s work. As a result, church
leaders utilize volunteers to accomplish organizational goals; on
the other hand, church leaders cannot accomplish organizational
goals if volunteers leave. Therefore, church leaders must implement
volunteer retention strategies to accomplish organizational goals.

When church leaders implement retention strategies, volunteers
will more likely want to remain serving their churches. When there
are more volunteers to contribute to the work of the church, the
church can create holistic transformation of members within the
church and those in the local community. Protestant churches are
generally committed to the Great Commission and instructions
in the Olivet Discourse. The Great Commission refers to making
Christlike disciples in the nations.'® The Olivet Discourse refers
to churches feeding the poor, giving drink to the thirsty, clothing
the naked, visiting those in prison, and healing the sick."” Church
leaders can empower volunteers to accomplish these organizational
goals.

When the Protestant churches fulfill the Great Commission
and invest in local communities through the instructions in the
Olivet Discourse, positive social change can occur. People with
religious beliefs are typically more prone to help reduce poverty
and provide health and social services.'”® Embedded volunteers
gain an identity that mirrors the organization’s vision, mission,
and purpose.’” When church leaders retain volunteers, they can
accomplish organizational goals with human capital that support
the organization’s vision, mission, and purpose.

' Holy Bible: New American Standard Bible (The Lockman Foundation, 1995).
Matt. 28:16-20

17 Matt. 25:31-46

'8 Gottfried Schweiger, “Religion and Poverty,” Palgrave Communications 5, no.
1 (June 11, 2019): 2-3, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0272-3.

! Lamberto Zollo et al., “From Governance to Organizational Effectiveness:
The Role of Organizational Identity and Volunteers' Commitment,” Journal
of Management ¢ Governance 23, no. 1 (March 2019): 131-33, https://doi.
org/ 10.1007/s10997-018-9439-3.
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Job Embeddedness Structure

Organizational leaders use the Job Embeddedness Theory to
determine how rooted an employee is within their organization and
community. There are many components of Job Embeddedness
Theory, but this essay will focus on three: link, fit, and sacrifice.
Mitchell et al.’s study consisted of randomly selected participants
to determine the depth of an employee’s embeddedness.® The
participants consisted of 177 employees from grocery stores
and 208 employees from hospitals who, as a part of the study,
completed a questionnaire. Mitchell et al. examined job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, job alternatives, job search behavior
index, and intentions to leave through the questionnaire.?! Mitchell
etal. determined that link, fit, and sacrifice—on-the-job and off-the-
job—are leading components of predicting employee retention.*

A key difference between employees and volunteers is the type
of compensation that is applicable. Rather than monetary reward
or promotion, church leaders invite people to fiz into the culture
of the church and /ink together in fellowship with other believers.
In this sense, participation is a vital means of compensation. The
third component, sacrifice, is typically focused on different forms of
compensation the employee would give up if they left such as salary
or benefits. In terms of volunteers, however, much of the sacrifice
associated with volunteers leaving is forfeiting the links and fit that
were created with the church. Highly embedded employees are 20
percent less likely to leave an organization.” The more the employee
is embedded, the more likely the employee will remain with the
organization and local community, even if other alternatives arise.**

Embeddedness has organizational and community components;
I will emphasize the former. Organizational embeddedness refers

20 Mitchell et al., 1109-11.

21 Mitchell et al., 1109-11.

22 Mitchell et al., 1111-15.

23 Burrows, Porter, and Amber, 138.

2% Mitchell et al., 1115-18; Imran Ahmed Shah et al., “Multifaceted Role of Job
Embeddedness within Organizations: Development of Sustainable Approach
to Reducing Turnover Intention,” SAGE Open 10, no. 2 (2020): 13-14, hteps://
doi.org/lO.l 177/2158244020934876.
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to the various attachments an employee has to the organization in
which they work or volunteer.” Organizational leaders can leverage
these attachments to influence employees to remain working for the
organization.”® For example, highly embedded employees typically
performed better than lowly embedded employees.”” Furthermore,
highly embedded employees are more likely to be innovative.?®
Increasing on-the-job embeddedness might benefit organizational
leaders because highly embedded employees contribute better to
achieving organizational goals.

Link

On-the-job links are defined as the formal or informal
positive connections between the employee and the organization
and between the employee and their colleagues, leaders, and
teams.”” Links have social, psychological, and financial aspects
that contribute to a richer on-the-job experience and increase the
chances that the employee will remain with the organization.”® To
retain employees, organization leaders should implement strategies

2 Mitchell et al., 1108-9; Gerrit J. M. Treuren and Erich C. Fein, “Off-the-
Job Embeddedness as a Moderator of the Relationship between Work and Life
Conflict and Turnover Intention,” 7he International Journal of Human Resource
Management 32, no. 6 (2021): 1256, hetps://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2018.
1510847.

% Emmanuel Twumasi Ampofo and Osman M. Karatepe, “The Effects of
On-the-Job Embeddedness and Its Sub-Dimensions on Small-Sized Hotel
Employees Organizational Commitment, Work Engagement and Turnover
Intentions,” International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management 34,
no. 2 (January 1, 2021): 526, https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCHM-07-2021-0858.
27 Burrows, Porter, and Amber, 135-39.

2 Alan Coetzer et al., “Job Embeddedness and Employee Enactment of Inno-
vation-Related Work Behaviours,” International Journal of Manpower 39, no. 2
(2018): 224, https://doi.org/10.1108/I]JM-04-2016-0095.

¥ Ampofo and Karatepe, 524-25; Burrows, Porter, and Amber, 135-39;
Mitchell et al., 1104; Bryndis D. Steindérsdéttir, Christina G. L. Nerstad, and
Katrin P. Magnusdéttir, “What Makes Employees Stay? Mastery Climate, Psy-
chological Need Satisfaction and on-the-Job Embeddedness,” Nordic Psychology
73, no. 1 (January 2, 2021): 94, https://doi.org/10.1080/19012276.2020.181
7770; Shah et al., “Multifaceted Role of Job Embeddedness Within Organiza-
tions,” 12-14.

30 Shah et al., 12-14.
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to foster an atmosphere where employees can easily create on-the-
job links. Organizational leaders have the direct ability to influence
on-the-job links that contribute to increased retention.

Fit

On-the-job fit is congruency with an organization, a perceived
compatibility with social, psychological, and financial aspects by
which employees, and by extension—volunteers, mesh with the
organization, especially in terms shared of culture, job role, career
goals, and values.”" Similar to link, the greater the employec’s
perceived fit, the greater chance of increased retention.* To retain
employees and volunteers, organization leaders should implement
strategies to assist them with opportunities to increase perceived
compatibility with the organization. Organizational leaders can
also directly influence organizational fit, improving retention.

Strategies to Retain Volunteers

Church leaders need volunteers to staff operational positions
to fulfill the organizational purpose, accomplish the organizational
mission, and achieve organizational goals. Without quality and
skilled volunteers, churches cannot effectively serve their local
communities; therefore, volunteer retention remains one of the
most significant priorities and challenges for church leaders.
Volunteer retention refers to the reasons why volunteers stay
with a church rather than leave. While turnover and retention are
important metrics to church leaders, focusing on retention, rather
than merely reacting to turnover, is more directly relevant to the
sustainability of a church’s culture and mission.”> Whereas church
leaders might not uncover why a particular volunteer left a church,
leaders can determine the reasons why volunteers stay.

3! Ampofo and Karatepe, 517; Mitchell et al., 1104-5; Treuren and Fein, fit
and sacrifice as the sub-dimensions of on-the-job embeddedness (JE1256.

32 Mitchell et al., 1104-5; Shah et al., 12.

33 Rawan Alafeshat and Cem Tanova, “Servant Leadership Style and High-Per-
formance Work System Practices: Pathway to a Sustainable Jordanian Airline
Industry,” Sustainability 11, no. 22 (January 2019): 1, hteps://doi.org/10.3390/
sul1226191.
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The following retention strategies were implemented by church
leaders that have a long track record of successfully retaining
volunteers. As previously stated, I only interviewed three church
leaders because I reached data saturation. The three leaders pastored
churches that are classified as large-to-mega churches. Conducting
more interviews, and further research with an increased number
of pastors and varying-sized churches can contribute to the
corroboration of these strategies.

Strategy 1: Organizational Culture of Excellence

The first theme that emerged among all three interviewees
has to do with the importance of creating a culture of excellence
in an organization. Participant 1 (P1) stated, “One of the things
that I always want to cultivate as a culture is—I guess we could call
it—excellence and that when we labor, we do it unto the Lord.”
Furthermore, P1 said, “It’s sort of like you create a culture and
invite them to it and it’s a culture of excellence and what we do,
we just intend to do it well.” Participant 2 (P2) added, “We hold
membership in such a high regard.” Participant 3 (P3) contributed
the following two statements, “I would also like to briefly highlight,
from my personal and professional experience, that people want to
be part of something that has high standards of excellence” and
“I've been pushing lately, just to get more comfortable with clearly
defined expectations, high standards of excellence, and not being
afraid to correct, rebuke, coach, or train a volunteer.” Failing to
promote a culture of excellence can lead to a decrease in volunteer
retention. P3 stated,

I think a lot of churches make mistakes by lowering
the bar, lowering the standards for volunteers, and they
almost have a poverty mentality such as they are lucky
to have anything showing up to volunteer. They’re not
willing to hold people who serve to a higher standard
of excellence across the board, which then ends up
frustrating the other people who serve. It decreases the
overall experience for everybody across the board.
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Creating a culture of excellence starts with communicating
the organization’s history, background, vision, mission, and
purpose. Participants referred to these elements as the “why” of the
organization. The participants’ websites, handbooks for orientation,
and internal procedures emphasize these vital organizational
elements. It is not enough, however, for only the documents to
list the “why.” Leadership must also live the “why” to demonstrate
the principles to volunteers. P1 shared, “I'm trying to rehearse to
those around me a great vision of why were here on Earth and I
think that is one of the secrets of our environment. We call it epic
living—where we never want the smallness of life.”

P3 stressed that all communication and messaging in the
organization should be consistent and constant to reflect the “why”
of the organization. A practical way to promote the “why” of the
organization is to highlight the wins, “Wins are stories about the
impact of the volunteer’s service along with testimonies of people
whose lives were impacted and changed.” By creating a culture of
excellence, the participants were able to inspire their volunteers to
produce quality work which positively impacted the retention of
volunteers.

Theme 1, create a culture of excellence, aligns with current
literature. Culture is the habits, beliefs, values, and patterns that
form a foundation for a localized people group.** More specifically,
organizational culture comprises expectations, business methods,
ethics, and organizational goals.” Furthermore, a culture of
excellence is the way of life for the employees of an organization
regarding the level of quality attributed to deliverables as outlined
in the organization’s vision, mission, and purpose.** When church

3 Nekeisha L. Randall et al., “Qualitative Exploration of Cultural Influence
on a Rural Health-Promotion Initiative,” Journal of Nutrition Education

and Behavior 55, no. 4 (April 1, 2023): 256, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jneb.2022.10.011.

35 Maria Buttery et al., “How Does Organisational Culture Affect Employees’
Perception of the Brand in Service Industries?” Businesses 3, no. 1 (2023): 52-
53, https://doi.org/10.3390/businesses3010004.

36 Travis W. Provance et al., “Building and Evolving a Culture of Excellence: A
Conceptual Exploration,” Measuring Business Excellence 26, no. 2 (January 1,
2022): 199, hteps://doi.org/10.1108/MBE-05-2021-0067.
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leaders define the organizational vision, mission, and purpose, they
should strive to create a culture of excellence so that volunteers
choose to self-identify with the organizational culture.

Volunteers who self-identify with the organizational culture
remain longer with the organization.”” To create a culture of
excellence, church leadership should inundate meeting agendas,
websites, orientation documents, policies, and procedures with
the vision, mission, and purpose. The alignment of a volunteer’s
culture and a church leader’s culture with the organization’s culture
results in harmonious operations to achieve a culture of excellence
displayed through the deliverables of the organization’s goals.

Culture of excellence also aligns with Mitchell et al.’s Job
Embeddedness Theory. Volunteers are more likely to remain with an
organization if their values, beliefs, and habits fiz with its culture.’®
By creating a culture of excellence, church leaders can attract
volunteers to the organization with the same standard of excellence.
This attraction occurs because of perceived organizational identity,
which is the relationship between the volunteer’s internal beliefs
and how they view the organization’s beliefs.”” When the perceived
organizational image is congruent with the organizational culture,
the volunteer is more likely to be engaged with the organization.*
Additionally, church leaders also must understand the cultural
context surrounding the organization’s geographical area. The
misalignment of cultural context and organizational culture may

%7 Charlotte Traeger, Kerstin Alfes, and Nils Fiirstenberg, “Perceived Organiza-
tional Support and Volunteer Outcomes: Evidence from a German Environ-
mental Nonprofit Organization,” Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 52,
no. 3 (June 1, 2023): 770, hteps://doi.org/10.1177/08997640221103292.

3 Mitchell et al., 1104-5

3 Shinwoo Lee, Taha Hameduddin, and Gyeo Reh Lee, “Organizational Image
and Employee Engagement: Exploring the Inter-Relationships between Con-
strued External Image and Perceived Organizational Identity,” 7he American
Review of Public Administration 53, no. 2 (February 1, 2023): 83, https://doi.
org/10.1177/02750740221147573.

41 ee, Hameduddin, and Lee, 91.
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cause volunteers to lack fit embeddedness.*! If the organization’s
culture contradicts the local culture, church leaders may face
challenges in accomplishing organizational goals due to low
volunteer retention. Therefore, church leaders must understand
what a culture of excellence is in the cultural context in which they
reside so that volunteers experience fit embeddedness.

Strategy 2: Training and Mentoring

The second theme that surfaced in my research has to do with
training and mentoring. While similar, separating training and
mentoring into two subthemes allowed for uncovering specific
and vital information that increases the knowledge and experience
of volunteers. Church leaders should implement training and
mentoring to enhance volunteers’ experience.

Training

The three participants spoke extensively about training. The
participants talked about training, development, and discipleship
interchangeably but usually referred to training and development
for skills or knowledge and referred to discipleship for spiritual
growth or mentorship. P3 stated that each volunteer team receives
the training necessary to complete the service. P1 connected the
success of their organization to training goals, “We don’t struggle
with the training side because we're a training organization if you
will. That’s like our specialty on Earth is we are really good at
training and so how we train them.” When referring to volunteers
unequipped to complete their responsibilities, P1 stated, “We
would train anyone to the degree that they need, or we wouldnt
put them in the position if we didnt feel that they were ready.”
According to all the participants, organizations that equip their
volunteers have better outcomes concerning organizational goals.

“1 Yoonjin Choi, Paul Ingram, and Sang Won Han, “Cultural Breadth and
Embeddedness: The Individual Adoption of Organizational Culture as a Deter-
minant of Creativity,” Administrative Science Quarterly 68, no. 2 (June 2023):
448, https://doi.org/10.1177/00018392221146792.
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Volunteers gain knowledge through training and development.
Trainingand development provideasupportivework environment.*
Organizations that offer training and development attract and
retain employees more than organizations that do not implement
training programs. Training and development increase volunteer
retention because volunteers are better equipped to perform the
role’s responsibilities.

Training and development increase and enhance a volunteer’s
knowledge, resulting in successfully completing a task. Volunteers
who share knowledge are more likely to use the newly gained
knowledge to enhance their current role.” Volunteers who
understand how to successfully perform a task and take pride
in their accomplishments increase their motivation resulting in
increased fit within the organization.* By enhancing their current
role, volunteers understand their duties, responsibilities, and how to
complete their tasks resulting in congruency with the organization.

Mentoring
All participants referred to discipleship interchangeably
with mentoring and shadowing. The purpose of discipleship is

2 “Employee Retention and the Effects of Supportive Work Environment,”

Development and Learning in Organizations: An International Journal 36, no. 4
(January 1, 2022): 35-36, https://doi.org/10.1108/DLO-07-2021-0133.

# Shubhangi Bharadwaj, “Influence of Training and Development Interven-
tions on Employee Retention — an Employer Brand-Based Agenda,” LBS
Journal of Management & Research ahead-of-print, no. ahead-of-print (January
1, 2023), https://doi.org/10.1108/LBSJMR-12-2022-0080.

#Wei Yan et al., “Employability, Organizational Commitment and Person—
Organization Fit among Nurses in China: A Correctional Cross-Sectional
Research,” Nursing Open 10, no. 1 (2023): 322-23, https://doi.org/10.1002/
nop2.1306.

> Emmanuel Twumasi Ampofo et al., “The Effect of Employee Recognition

on Restaurant Employees’ Job Embeddedness, Knowledge Sharing and Service
Orientation: Abusive Supervision as a Moderator,” International Journal of Con-
temporary Hospitality Management ahead-of-print, no. ahead-of-print (January
1, 2023), https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCHM-01-2022-0036.

% Jongsik Yu et al., “Sustainable Relationship Development between Hotel
Company and Its Employees: Linking Job Embeddedness, Job Satisfaction,
Self-Efficacy, Job Performance, Work Engagement, and Turnover,” Sustainabili-
ty 12, no. 17 (January 2020): 5, https://doi.org/10.3390/sul2177168.
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to guide the volunteer through the process of the role. P3 said,
“I think you could call it on-the-job training. An experienced
volunteer would show the newer volunteer how to perform the
task or the ropes, such as training on a sound board.” P1 stated,
“If you have a strong volunteer that has a desire to grow and to
be discipled and to have more opportunity, yet you don't raise the
ceiling, they get a crick in their neck, and they’ll oftentimes leave.”
In P2’s congregation, there is a two-week shadowing process in
which volunteers do not have any responsibilities. While training
enhances the volunteer’s knowledge, discipleship allows the
volunteers to see and experience the role in action.

While training is beneficial, it would be helpful to also
implement mentoring or discipleship programs. Mentors can
explain the “why” behind the process.” Moreover, mentors show
volunteers the connection between the task and the organization’s
mission.*® Additionally, a mentor can inform the volunteer of best
practices that may not be available in a training session.” Through
the support and experience of mentoring, volunteers can become
better equipped to handle a church’s day-to-day operations.

On-the-job training and coaching not only transfers knowledge
from mentor to mentee, but also fosters a meaningful relationship
between the mentor and mentee.® Church leaders should identify
seasoned volunteers or staff who can form links or developmental

4 Victoria Cox and Julie A. Overbey, “Generational Knowledge Transfer and
Retention Strategies,” Development and Learning in Organizations: An Inter-
national Journal 37, no. 4 (January 1, 2022): 11-12, https://doi.org/10.1108/
DLO-03-2022-0055.

“ Jeffrey R. Moore and William Hanson, “Improving Leader Effectiveness:
Impact on Employee Engagement and Retention,” Journal of Management
Development 41, no. 7/8 (January 1, 2022): 462, hteps://doi.org/10.1108/
JMD-02-2021-0041.

# Kelly M. Shields et al., “Developing Authentic Mentorship through Profes-
sional Organizations,” American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education 87, no. 3
(April 2023): 288.no. 3 (April 2023

>0 Shields et al.burnout, inequities, and isolation are impacting academic
pharmacy. Mentoring programs, especially inter-institutional programs such as
those provided within the Sections and Special Interest Groups (SIGs, 288.
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relationships with volunteers.”! Creating quality, beneficial, and
supportive relations between volunteers and mentors can increase

link embeddedness.

Strategy 3: Clear and Effective Communication

The third theme that emerged is clear and effective
communication. The frequency that the participants spoke about
communication indicated this theme may be the frame for the other
themes. The other themes cannot be fleshed out if church leaders
use unclear communication. P1 said, “Good communication with
a team or with volunteers takes time and organization....I have
had many times in my life where I've had to seek forgiveness from
volunteers, from even some of my staff, for not communicating
as well as I should.” One strategy to communicate clearly and
effectively involves standardized communication systems such as a
church-specific application or an intranet website that volunteers
use to see scheduling, materials, and ministry updates. All three
participants stated that volunteers have access to this internal
system so that they are clear on the expectations of the roles.
Their communication is designed to be uplifting, encouraging,
and supportive. Clear communication also entails being firm with
volunteers if a position was not a good fit. For example, P3 stated,

P've been pushing lately just to get more comfortable
with clearly defined expectations, high standards of
excellence, and not being afraid to correct, rebuke,
coach, or train a volunteer. Sometimes you must fire
a volunteer from a role and tell them this isn’t the
team for you. We've got another area where you could
potentially serve. That is painful in the short run, but
they yield a lot of fruit in the long run.

> Kohyar Kiazad et al., “Understanding Organizational Embeddedness and
Career Success: Who and What You Know,” Journal of Organizational Behav-
ior (John Wiley & Sons, Inc.) 41, no. 7 (September 2020): 688, https://doi.
org/10.1002/job.2464.
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P2 reiterated that even though hard conversations may need
to happen, leaders should always communicate in a way that the
volunteers feel valued. Clear and effective communication enables
volunteers to understand the expectations of their roles.

Clear and effective communication is not only about how
leadership communicates with volunteers but also what leadership
communicates to volunteers. A common communication strategy
is onboarding. P2 stated,

We have a rigorous onboarding system. We go through
a lot of steps, but eventually, they get to a point where
they are doing an interview. Every single volunteer
had done an interview either with myself or one of my
associate directors. We learn about them, but we also
tell them about our ministry, and they get a handout of
our policies and procedures.

For P3 onboarding is about orienting discipleship to the
possibility of transformation:

We discuss the purpose of volunteering and cast the
vision for the one-day principle. You might be doing
something on a particular Sunday that seems like
an insignificant task, but for somebody, someone’s
grandma, grandchild, or husband... this could be the
one day that they meet Jesus, and their life has changed
forever, and people get super fired up about that.

All participants agreed that the volunteers learned the
organization’s vision, mission, and purpose. Onboarding sessions
enable church leaders to communicate the expectations of
membership, role expectations, and the “why” of the church.

Another strategy for communicating is holding “tiered
huddles” before events. Using tiered huddles enables volunteers
to openly share ideas and concerns about the area in which they
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volunteer.’> One might also use different mediums such as internal
newsletters or social media platforms to inform volunteers of
wins related to organizational goals, relevant information related
to specific ministries, and recognition of outstanding volunteer
accomplishments.”® By using clear and effective communication,
church leaders can empower volunteers to understand the
organization’s expectations and goals.

Church leaders should implement clear and effective methods
of communication to create a link between church leaders and
volunteers. By creating this communication structure, church leaders
create multidirectional communication consisting of horizontal
and two-way vertical communication.’* Using the multidirectional
communication structure enhances job satisfaction and empowers
the volunteers during times of uncertainty.”

Volunteers stay with the organization longer with a positive
work environmentand are satisfied with their roles due to supportive
leadership communication.”® Implementing multidirectional
communication structures between leaders and volunteers increases
volunteer retention within an organization. Church leaders should
review what type of communication style their leaders use and
foster an open communication strategy.

52 Pavani Rangachari and Jacquelynn L Woods, “Preserving Organizational
Resilience, Patient Safety, and Staff Retention during COVID-19 Requires a
Holistic Consideration of the Psychological Safety of Healthcare Workers,”
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 17, no. 12
(June 15, 2020): 9, https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17124267.

53 Steven Bauer and Dongkuk Lim, “Effect of Communication Practices on
Volunteer Organization Identification and Retention,” Sustainability 11, no. 9
(2019): 11, hetps://doi.org/10.3390/su11092467.

> Suzanna Windon, Daniel Robotham, and Ann Echols, “Importance of Or-
ganizational Volunteer Retention and Communication with Volunteers during
the COVID-19 Pandemic,” Community Development 0, no. 0 (March 9, 2023):
4, https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330.2023.2186457.

% Windon, Robotham, and Echols, 4.

>¢ Sam Erevbenagie Usadolo and Queen Emwenkeke Usadolo, “The Impact
of Lower Level Management on Volunteers’ Workplace Outcomes in South
African Non-Profit Organisations: The Mediating Role of Supportive Super-
visor Communication,” Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary & Non-
profit Organizations 30, no. 1 (February 2019): 254, https://doi.org/10.1007/
$11266-018-9970-5.
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Strategy 4: Reward and Recognition

All three participants spoke about rewards and recognition,
most of which is expressed tangibly. In P2’s congregation, “We host
two appreciation banquets a year. Once in the summer and once
at Christmas. We host Christmas parties for ministries, so the kids’
ministry has their own party, but that’s a broad one, and it’s available
for all volunteers.” P2 also referenced the breakfast they provide the
volunteers each Sunday morning, “We want them to know that
your kids have a bagel or a breakfast burrito waiting for you when
you get there” as a “thank you” for volunteering. P1 emphasized
expressing “encouragement, gratefulness, and accommodation” to
all volunteers. In agreement, P2 stressed the personal value of the
volunteers, “We want to make sure people feel valued, so we want
to celebrate things with them and not just put tasks on them.” For
P3, “We recognize our volunteers both as a group and individually.”
They hold team rallies in celebration of their work together, have
a volunteer appreciation service, and a weekly team rally in which
a team member of the week is recognized at all the campuses. P3
offered a caution, however,

I think people all respond well to those things, but
they are not the main motivators. The rewards are
appreciated, and we constantly tell them how much we
appreciate them; but I think the main motivator is the
celebration of the team wins that we share.

Volunteers of faith-based organizations do not seem as
interested in financial rewards but emphasized transcendental
rewards and personal recognition.”” Church leaders should focus on
implementing these types of rewards and recognition. For example,
church leaders who publicly provide volunteer recognition create

%7 Aun Falestien Faletehan and Elco van Burg, ““We Will Not Pay You, but
God Will Remunerate’: The Paradox of Volunteer Transcendental Rewards in
Faith-Based Organizations,” Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work:
Social Thought 42, no. 2 (April 3, 2023): 253-54, hteps://doi.org/10.1080/154
26432.2022.2138681.
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a positive memory for the volunteer.’® By creating this memory,
the church leader creates a link for the volunteers between the
organization, leadership, and achieving the mission. The volunteers
might then feel that if they left the organization, they would miss
out on creating more similar memories. Church leaders should
promote transcendental rewards and recognition to create lasting,
meaningful links with the organization.

Strategy 5: Sense of Belonging

All three participants emphasized that volunteers remain with
the organization because they form relationships with one another
and church leadership. According to P2, “our volunteers serve
so often that they form a bond with the other volunteers in the
classroom, which they would miss out on.” P1 commented on the
quality of belonging in their church, “We have a camaraderie and
a closeness that is unusual.” P3 added, “Within the church, there is
a sense of camaraderie and duty because volunteering is relational.”
For example, to cultivate a sense of belonging, P3’s church focuses
on the relational aspect of the team. The two easiest ways to engage
in church are either by joining a small group or serving in a team.
Depending on the team, the relationships can be just as deep as a
Bible study or small group because people spend hours and hours
per week together. They are not just performing a task, but they
are sharing stories, praying for one another, hanging out outside of
church, and forming relationships. Relationships are a sticky factor
in keeping people volunteering.

Moreover, P2 added that membership increased volunteer
retention as well. P2 stated that over 90 percent of all volunteers
became church members. P1 echoed this statement by saying almost
all the volunteers participated in their organization’s membership
class.

> Marlene Walk, Charity Scott, and Laura Littlepage, “It's Not All the Same:
Implemented and Perceived HR Practices in the Volunteer Context,” Re-
view of Public Personnel Administration, (February 9, 2021): 4, hetps://doi.
org/10.1177/0734371X21994631.
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The onboarding processes mentioned above also create a
sense of belonging not only by introducing volunteers into the
organization’s community but also involving them in it. For P1,
the onboarding class “acquaints people with the way we function in
our church, what we believe, and why we do the things we do” that
lasts about eight weeks. Church leaders can use onboarding sessions
and small groups to foster the development of relationships and
ownership which results in a sense of belonging. Creating a sense of
belonging enables volunteers to create social connections and enter
a culture where they identify.

Volunteers can experience discrimination or detachment
in their current cultural context. However, they may feel a
sense of belonging in an organization like a church because the
organizational vision, mission, values, beliefs, and relationships
transcend the cultural context and provide a more fulfilling “fic.”>’
For example, a volunteer might live in a poverty-stricken area,
but when volunteers use their skills to help others, they practice
a universal concept of the church; therefore, the volunteer feels
a sense of belonging in the organization despite feeling a lack of
belonging in the community. Volunteering can be a means of
transitioning people from an unhealthy environment to a positive
environment in which they experience a stronger community
identity and increased personal well-being.

Strategy 6: Relational Leadership Practices

Church leaders manage and lead volunteers who give their time
and potential income-earning potential to advance an organization.
Therefore, church leaders should support and lead their volunteers
through relationship and relational leadership practices. P2 spoke
to this principle by emphasizing the importance of the person
volunteering rather than solely the volunteer label: “Our biggest
strategy has been that we never want to consider any of our

> Marie Lehner et al., “Where I Belong: Identification Processes of Young
Volunteers in Super-Diverse Cities,” Voluntas: International Journal of Vol-
untary & Nonprofit Organizations 33, no. 4 (August 2022): 767, https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11266-021-00404-z.
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volunteers as a placeholder. Nobody is ever seen as merely filling
a spot where we have a need, but rather everybody is a distinct
individual.”

Understanding that each person is valuable, and has particular
needs and desires, church leaders should engage volunteers with
respect for their lives that extend far beyond the congregation and
the volunteer responsibilities they have assumed. Rather than only
expecting volunteers to serve the church, the church can serve the
volunteers. For example, P3 stated, “Some volunteers we need to
support by helping provide equipment for the job.” P1 also talked

about offering provisions for their volunteer disciples:

So, we feed our volunteers, we house our volunteers,
and then they serve. We disciple our volunteers. We
want to pour into our volunteers even though we can’t
pour into them financially, we want to pour in with
whatever we do have, silver and gold have we none but
such as I have give I thee.

P2 also stressed the importance of considering the volunteers
mental health and well-being so that their supervisors are attentive
to whether volunteers may need to take time off from volunteering
without judgment or ill will. Faith-based volunteers need to be
ministered to by the church they are serving. Church leaders can
implement relational leadership practices by caring for volunteers’
mental health to show value and support to volunteers. A church
leader can show support by providing access to paid staff and
ensuring a safe and healthy workplace.®® Another way to support
volunteers is to allow time off from ministry or a flexible schedule.®!

% Moses Tetui et al., “Role Satisfaction among Community Volunteers Work-
ing in Mass COVID-19 Vaccination Clinics, Waterloo Region, Canada,” BMC
Public Health 23, no. 1 (June 21, 2023): 8-9, https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-
023-15597-9.

¢ Xuelin Chen et al., “Work Design, Employee Well-Being, and Retention
Intention: A Case Study of China’s Young Workforce,” Heliyon 9, no. 5 (May
1, 2023): e15742, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e15742.
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Other relational practices involve leadership skills such as
delegation, autonomy, and accountability. These three skills go
together when creating a supportive and empowering environment
in which volunteers grow in their capacity and are given
opportunities to exercise leadership and authority within their
areas of service. Autonomy increases workplace happiness and
personal value.®> When leadership delegates tasks to volunteers,
leaders should enable the volunteers to have autonomy coupled
with accountability. One strategy to offer accountability is to
provide role clarity through job or role descriptions.* Church
leaders should clearly define accountability in the ministry setting,
outline the boundaries of the expectations, and develop a clear
feedback cycle. Church leaders, whenever possible, should support
volunteers by delegating tasks, trusting volunteer autonomy, and
providing clear accountability. Church leaders can create a healthy
balance of autonomy and accountability through empowerment to
make decisions and enforce organizational boundaries.

Church leaders use relational leadership practices to empower
volunteers while performing organizational tasks. Relational
leadership tasks create links by forming a relationship between the
church leader and the volunteer so that the volunteer feels valued
as a distinct individual within the organization.* Volunteers with
high link embeddedness remain with the organization because
they connect with the church leaders. The volunteers form their
social identity based on the relationship that is created at the

62 Esthela Galvédn Vela et al., “Empowerment and Support of Senior Manage-
ment in Promoting Happiness at Work,” Corporate Governance: The Interna-
tional Journal of Business in Society 22, no. 3 (January 1, 2021): 538-39, https://
doi.org/10.1108/CG-05-2021-0200.

% Eugene Abrokwah et al., “Engaging in Unpaid Jobs out of Free Will: An At-
tribution Theory Perspective on the Effects of Supervisor Support Attributions
on Volunteers’ Service Quality,” Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 74
(September 1, 2023): 7-8, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2023.103386.
¢ Quinetta Roberson and Jamie L. Perry, “Inclusive Leadership in Thought
and Action: A Thematic Analysis,” Group ¢ Organization Management 47, no.
4 (August 2022): 773-74, https://doi.org/10.1177/10596011211013161.
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organization.® To continue to form the volunteers’ social identity,
church leaders should create genuine relationships.® The relational
leadership practices outlined in this study can create genuine
relationships. When church leaders delegate tasks to volunteers,
embrace volunteer autonomy, and implement accountability,
volunteers view this responsibility as increased organizational

trust.’

Providing support to volunteers by implementing
relational leadership practices increases links to leaders within the
organization.

Implementing the strategies in this study, embedded volunteers
will be more likely to perform services congruent to their church’s
vision, mission, and purpose. For example, volunteers will deliver
services through a lens of excellence. Embedded volunteers will
adapt and learn new skills to assist hurt and broken people because
they receive mentoring delivering the services. The volunteers
will be able to act more quickly and compassionately due to clear
and effective communication. Furthermore, because volunteers
experience a sense of belonging, they could welcome people
from diverse backgrounds and demographics into their church.
Finally, because church leaders lead the volunteers relationally, the
volunteers can transfer those relational leadership practices when
directing new volunteers. Church leaders can use these strategies to
positively impact their local communities and transform the lives
of those in need.

6 Shubhangi Bharadwaj and Mohammad Yameen, “Analyzing the Mediating
Effect of Organizational Identification on the Relationship between CSR
Employer Branding and Employee Retention,” Management Research Review
44, no. 5 (January 1, 2020): 729-30, https://doi.org/10.1108/MRR-05-2020-
0298.

¢ Roberson and Perry, 773-74.

¢ Rola Younis Masoud and Abdulrahman S. Basahal, “Leadership Competen-
cies in Non-Profit Organizations: Insights from Qualitative Research,” journal
of Human Resource and Sustainability Studies 11, no. 2 (June 7, 2023): 268-69,
heeps://doi.org/10.4236/jhrss.2023.112016.
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Recommendations for Leadership:

1. Create a welcoming environment where everyone can participate in
the church’s vision, mission, and purpose.

People want to belong somewhere, preferably with positive,
ethical standards of excellence. Church leaders should value each
volunteer who wants to offer their time and efforts to help the
organization accomplish goals. While logistics, skills, and legal
restrictions may prevent a volunteer from serving in a particular
role, church leaders should invest time and effort to determine
which role is best for that volunteer. When church leaders do their
due diligence, volunteers will likely see they are valued. In every
way possible, church leaders should accommodate personal needs
such as ADA-compliant ramps for wheelchairs and walkers, food
allergies during volunteer team meetings (not necessarily food
preferences), and personal schedules. These considerations will
signal to the volunteers that they are valued and important to the
church leaders and to the church community.

2. Create a church brand and frequently communicate the vision,
mission, and purpose of the brand.

By creating a church brand, church leaders can contribute to
clear and effective communication while marketing a church that
strives for organizational excellence. Church leaders should align
all messaging and documentation to reflect the brand. Before
potential volunteers commit to the church, they experience its
online presence and recipient testimonies. When the interested
volunteers dig deeper, they experience the mission, vision, purpose,
beliefs, and values lived out through the church leadership team and
marketed through worship service information, assimilation classes,
and small group introductions. When committed volunteers help
accomplish organizational goals, the culture’s messaging should
complement rewards and recognitions.

3. Implement relational mentoring programs for each ministry.
Church leaders should implement relational mentoring

programs for each ministry within the church. By creating a

relational mentoring program, church leaders foster opportunities
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for volunteers to create links to other volunteers and leaders.
Through established links, mentors can affect volunteers’ lives
professionally and personally. For example, mentors can share
best practices with volunteers because they have experienced field
troubleshooting. Additionally, mentors can share life experiences
with personal issues or goals that the volunteers experience in their
personal lives.

Moreover, mentors, who are typically seasoned volunteers,
can also learn new perspectives from newer volunteers. Finally,
mentoring programs can be a catalyst for succession planning.
Although complete volunteer retention is ideal, organizations
will experience turnover of volunteers due to sickness, age, death,
relocation, or other factors. Mentors can help mitigate some of
these concerns by having multiple volunteers able and ready to step
into roles if other volunteers leave.

4. Highlight and celebrate the wins of accomplishing organizational
goals.

Stories of wins tend to inspire people to achieve more, especially
stories of people who moved from unimaginable conditions to a
thriving life. Church leaders should utilize volunteers and paid staft
to create emotionally moving and motivating media in response to
accomplishing organizational goals. Additionally, the media should
reference church branding of the organizational vision, mission,
and purpose. This can emotionally link the vision, mission, and
purpose. Therefore, volunteers will recall the emotional link when
leaders discuss the organizational vision, mission, and purpose.

Conclusion

Volunteers are the backbone of Protestant churches in terms
of accomplishing organizational goals. Moreover, organizationally
embedded volunteers are valuable allies to have within an
organization. While employees might work for an organization
because they value the vision, mission, and purpose, volunteers
sacrifice their time and resources and therefore have a greater
buy-in of the vision, mission, and purpose. Without volunteers,
many communities would lack essential products and services that
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increase the standard of living.®® It is imperative and vital that church
leaders implement strategies to retain volunteers. Church leaders,
therefore, must explore and examine strategies to retain volunteers.
They can increase volunteer retention by contributing to volunteer
embeddedness. Church leaders should use strategies that increase
a volunteer’s links to people in the church, communicating and
showing how the volunteer fits with the organization and their role
and creating a positive, supportive, and empowering environment.

¢ Andrea R. Neely, Mark L. Lengnick-Hall, and Michelle D. Evans, “A Process
Model of Volunteer Motivation,” Human Resource Management Review 32, no.
4 (December 1, 2022): 2-3, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2021.100879.
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WALK TOGETHER CHILDREN: RECLAIMING THE COLLECTIVE
EtHicAaL LEADERSHIP MODEL OF BLACK CHURCHES THROUGH

LeADERSHIP-AS-SocIAL ETHIC
Larry T. CrRuDUP

Abstract
This article advocates for revitalizing Black churches through
Leadership-as-Social Ethic, emphasizing the integration of
liberative social-ethical practices into communal leadership
to combat oppressions. It suggests this model not only shifts
the leadership focus toward a collective, ethical approach
but also repositions Black churches as pivotal in societal
transformation and liberation. The proposed framework aims
to foster shared agency, responsibility, and active engagement
in ethical struggles, underscoring the church’s critical role in
promoting social change and unity within the community.

Introduction

According to Eddie Glaude,' the Black Church, considered
central to Black life and a repository for the social and moral
conscience of the nation, is dead. Intellectuals such as W. E. B. Du
Bois, C. Eric Lincoln & Lawrence Mamiya, Joseph R. Washington
Jr., E. Franklin Frazier have given accounts of the Black Church’s
inception in the Antebellum United States through a historical

Larry T. Crudup is the senior pastor of the Mount Moriah Baptist Church of Spar-
tanburg, SC and a part time professor of leadership at Anderson Universitys Center
for Leadership and Organizations.

! Eddie Glaude Jr., “The Black Church Is Dead,” (2010).
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and sociological perspective.”? Others like Gayraud Wilmore,
Albert Raboteau, and Curtis Evans have also given historical
interpretations of the religious experiences’® of Black folk since the
time of the “invisible institution.”

Others have offered prophetic critiques of the failures of Black
churches from within and outside its walls. These scholars seek to
speak truth to power structures that continue to oppress those within
their pews. Others more trenchantly accuse Black churches of being
complicit in such oppression, rather than being a welcoming space
of healing and a champion of social transformation and liberation.’
In light of these failures, Glaude proclaimed, “The Black Church,
as we've known it or imagined it, is dead.”® As a pastor and Black
Christian, I believe it is possible to revitalize this great institution
through the development of Leadership-as-Social Ethic.

The current struggle of Black Church traditions is that the
prophetic tradition of Black churches is waning. More specifically,
the Black justice-centered expressions of Black churches. Anthony
Pinn, Willie Francois, and others speak of the need to further
clarify that the historical phenomenon of American Black faith has
never been monolithic in doctrines or expressions of faith, though

% See the following works: W.E.B. Du Bois, 7he Negro Church: With an In-
troduction by Alton B. Pollard I1I. 1llustrated., (Eugene, Ore.: Cascade Books,
2011); C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, 7he Black Church in the
African American Experience, (United Kingdom: Duke University Press, 1990);
Joseph R. Washington Jr., ed., Black Religion: The Negro and Christianity in

the United States, (United Kingdom: University Press Of America, 1984); E.
Franklin Frazier and C. Eric Lincoln, 7he Negro Church in America/The Black
Church Since Frazier, (United Kingdom: Schocken Books, 1974).

3 See the following works: Gayraud S. Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Rad-
icalism: An Interpretation of the Religious History of African Americans, Revised
3, (United States: Orbis Books, 1998); Albert J. Raboteau Slave Religion,
(United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2004); Curtis J. Evans, 7he Burden
of Black Religion, 1st ed, (United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2008).
 Albert J. Raboteau Slave Religion, (United Kingdom: Oxford University
Press, 2004).

> Kelly B. Douglas, Sexuality and the Black Church: A Womanist Perspective,
(United States: Orbis Books, 1999).

¢ Eddie Glaude Jr., “The Black Church Is Dead,” (2010) 2.
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we all are in some way shaped by the trauma of chattel slavery, Jim
and Jane Crow, and continued racism.

Glaude laments that “rare are those occasions when Black
churches mobilize in public and together to call attention to the
pressing issues of our day. Where are the press conferences and
impassioned efforts around Black children living in poverty, and
commercials and organizing around jobs and healthcare reform?””
In the end, however, he calls for the resurrection of Black churches
where he argues that Black churches and preachers must find their
prophetic voices.

Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s recent two-part documentary and
book, entitled 7he Black Church: This is Our Story, This is Our
Song, expresses the birth and historical mission of Black churches
while also critiquing Black churches concerning the multitudinous
ways that they mirror the oppressive structures of the dominant
culture.® Henry Louis Gates raises such critical concerns as the
loss of the social justice prophetic ministry for White evangelical
theology and practice, the continual demeaning of women, and
the silencing and demonization of LGBTQIA+ brothers and sisters
within Black churches. Gates’ work is the most recent critique for
popular consumption. It paints a vivid picture of the ambiguity of
Black churches and their social ethic and further adds credence to
Glaude’s concern.

As Glaude notes, Black churches are failing and require the
resuscitation of Black Prophetic Churches. For Black churches
to survive, ethical leaders must develop in narrative contexts to
influence and tell the story of the community. One way of doing
this is by cultivating Leadership-as-Social Ethic within the domains
of the church. Moreover, through Leadership-as-Social Ethic,
individuals within Black churches will form and be formed by the
community in a self-sustaining way that creates leaders naturally.
To this end, more needs to be done in shaping community practice
into action and cultivating social ethic as a practice.

7 Glaude, 2.
8 Henry Louis Gates Jr., The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song,
(United States: Penguin Press, 2021).
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Leadership-as-Practice Theory and Leadership Study

Leadership-as-Practice is grounded in the concept that
leadership manifests through collective action rather than being
anchored in individual attributes or behaviors of asingle person. This
approach emphasizes leadership as a coordinative and collaborative
effort, where participants come together under shared norms to
achieve common goals. It highlights the importance of collective
achievements over individual actions, focusing on how leadership
naturally “emerges and unfolds through day-to-day experience™
and interactions. Leadership-as-Practice is characterized by its
attention to the dynamic, intersubjective nature of leadership,
where the practice is woven into the very process of individuals’
ongoing development and mutual reliance, rather than being a
static trait or a series of actions performed by an individual.

Moreover, Leadership-as-Practice is seen as an emergent
phenomenon that arises from the continuous, reciprocal actions
of those involved in the leadership process. It involves the mutual
shaping of positions, responsibilities, and identities among
participants, fostering a sense of shared agency and mastery in
both routine operations and in navigating unforeseen challenges.
This perspective shifts the emphasis from the dependence on a
single leader to mobilize action toward recognizing the collective
effort as the core of leadership. Through this lens, leadership can
be understood as a fluid, evolving practice that is co-constructed by
individuals in their pursuit of common objectives, facilitating a systemic
and collective approach to ethical practices within organizations and
society at large.

Situating Leadership-as-Practice Theory in Black Church Leadership

As established in the introduction, Black churches present
a perplexing problem concerning identity and leadership. I
am asserting that the consistent practice of narrative ethics and
Leadership-as-Social Ethicdevelops church bodies thatare prepared t

? Joseph A. Raelin, Leadership-as-Practice: Theory and Application, (New York:
Routledge, 2016) 3.
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o revitalize the Black Prophetic Socio-Religious expressions and
engage contemporary society. Leadership-as-Practice is useful to
this end as it turns our gaze and research toward the “contextualized,
participatory, engaged and relational understanding of leadership.”
Black churches, although not monolithic, should exhibit leadership
in the world through consistent practices that speak to the narrative
of liberation while also exuding a daily congregational culture of
liberation.

Black churches must once again embody the narrative of action
in the world that promotes social well-being, transformation, and
liberation. At the heart of this problem is the question: What
shape does Leadership-as-Practice take in Black churches when
the social ethics of justice and liberation is the operative practice?
The secondary question: What actual practices in Black Christian
identity form persons that practice the social ethics of mercy, justice,
righteousness, and empowerment? Leadership in Black churches
should be an ongoing conversation about social-ethical identity,
not conflated with pastoral or positional power and influence.

Leadership-as-Social Ethic

Where Leadership-as-Practice focuses on collective practice
that creates an environment of leadership, my concerns center on
collective social ethics that create an environment of leadership.
I seek to clarify that a social ethic is central to the practice of
leadership. A social ethic can be defined as “the patterns of moral
judgment and behavior engaged in by groups of persons.”
Theodore Walker Jr.’s definition paints a clearer picture of the kind
of social ethics I am concerned with. He says,

In the strictest sense, all ethics is social ethics as all
human behavior is social behavior. But to speak of
ethics as social ethics is to announce an emphasis

10 Barbara Simpson, “Where’s the Agency in Leadership-as-Practice?” Leader-
ship-as-Practice: Theory and Application,” in Leadership-as-Practice: Theory and
Application, edited by Joseph A. Raelin, (United Kingdom: Routledge, 2016) 159.
"' Donald K. McKim, “Social Ethics,” in Westminster Dictionary of Theological
Terms, (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996) 262.
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upon collective, institutional, structural and other
macroscopic relations and societal habits to the relative
neglect of microscopic or individual and small group
relations."

As such, I believe social ethics is a community endeavor that
should address community problems. From the collective, we find
many voices to strengthen the transformation of society. Social
ethics causes us to look beyond our individual needs to see the
collective strength in advocacy for structural change. To be ethical
is to practice morals in a community with other people; to be social-
ethical is to practice morals in a community with other people
to transform institutional structures. Social ethics is, therefore, a
leadership principle on the macro level.

For this reason, I posit that Leadership-as-Social Ethic is
concerned with certain structures that help to create a social ethic
of liberation within our institutions, such as narrative and liberation
theology. Also, Leadership-as-Social Ethic cultivates greater capacity
within communities for collective leadership that makes changes
and gets things done, not in a linear dictatorial manner but in an
emergent collectivist practice of creating an ethical life together.
These three legs—experience, practice, and narrative theology—are the
stabilizing theories for my conception of Leadership-as-Social Ethic.

To be clear, this framework is contextualized using other
experiences, but this framework necessitates marginalized and
oppressed experiences, practice, and narrative due to the narrative
and processual nature of the philosophical underpinnings in
Leadership-as-Practice. This theory provides Black churches with
a practical way to develop social ethics in a shifting society that is
not reliant upon positional leaders. While I believe that positional
leadership is needed in any organization, Leadership-as-Social Ethic
necessitates that the consequence of collective action is social ethics.

12 Theodore Walker Jr., Empower the People: Social Ethics for the African-Ameri-
can Church, (United States: Authors Choice Press, 1991) 10.
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On the Black Experience

With every senseless and evil act of oppression, there is the
collective striving of Black people. This collective striving is what
I consider the fundamental leadership principle of the Black
experience. We seek ways to understand systemic race-based
oppression. We seek ways to speak of it, maintain, advance, and
thrive. It is evident, especially in contemporary times, that Black
communities are not entirely cohesive, and they have never been.
However, the fragmentation of Black communities in the post-
segregation era continues to lead to the diminishing cultural
relevance of Black churches. That is why collective striving is central
to understanding the Black experience found in our community
leadership. Therefore Leadership-as-Social Ethic is the practice of
resiliency in Black communities. When we look at the social ethic of
the Black experience and Leadership-as-Practice, it intersects with
the practice of collective striving, which is not so easily achieved.

Black Liberation Theology

Black folk always have sought the language to speak of their
pain and their hope, to craft their somebodiness in language
that uplifts their personhood and destroys oppressive systems
using whatever power they have to do so. While Black folk have
always found ways to speak of their anguish and hope, it is Black
Liberation and Womanist theology that I will look at, because
these movements have necessarily created systematic approaches to
deconstruct oppressive structures and develop communal social-
ethical practices.

Black Liberation Theology centers on “the black processual
community as a self-determining people”? who must speak for
themselves, construct meaning for themselves, and strive for
themselves. Cone states:

There can be no Black Theology which does not take
the black experience as a source for its starting point.

Black Theology is a theology of and for black people,

1% James H. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, (United States: Orbis Books,
1986) 24.
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an examination of their stories, tales, and sayings. It is
an investigation of the mind into the raw materials of
our pilgrimage, telling the story of “how we got over.”
For theology to be black, it must reflect upon what it
means to be black. Black Theology must uncover the
structures and forms of the black experience, because
the categories of interpretation must arise out of the
thought forms of the black experience itself.

What are we to make of the moan and the shout and
the call to get on board the gospel train?'

The call to get on the train is the call to collective leadership
and to practice experience in tangible ways: to share, shout, and
construct. Cone wrote a Black Liberation Theology, but I contend
that by centering on the Black experience, one can mine a Black
Leadership theology that centers on Black struggle, Black hope, and
Black Liberation Theology as central to understanding leadership.
Leadership-as-Practice directly engages Cone’s call to “get on board
the gospel train” with ethical leadership practices that extend
beyond positional leadership.

The Black experience best embodies Leadership-as-Social
ethic because the trajectory of the Black experience is a freedom-
centered social ethic. Black Liberation Theology, like Leadership-
as-Practice, is processual in nature. Leadership-as-Practice espouses
“collaborative agency and [is] about weaving together co-evolving
trajectories in a movement toward the future.”” When surveying
Black folk’s myriad experiences, the central leadership principle of
Leadership-as-Social Ethic is more than present.

Our movement toward the future is freedom from oppression.
It is a social ethic of justice. Our collaborative agency is our need
to speak for ourselves, cry for ourselves, create for ourselves, make

' James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed, 6th ed, (United States: Orbis Books,
2002) 16.

' Lucia Crevani and Nada Endrissat, “Mapping the Leadership-as-Practice Ter-
rain: Comparative Elements,” in Leadership-as-Practice: Theory and Application,
edited by Joseph A. Raelin, (United Kingdom: Routledge, 2016) 24.
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mistakes for ourselves, critique ourselves, and love ourselves. Our
agency is our practice. It is collaborative in that Black folk strive
for freedom together using life’s trials and life’s hope to get there.
Black experience is co-evolving in that we do not all interpret our
collective experience the same; rather, each persons experience
shapes the collective experience and vice versa. Our visions and
dreams, our search for freedom, and our collective striving are
Leadership-as-Social Ethic.

Black Liberation Theology and the retelling of the Black
experience is integral to our understanding of our life together in
community, as well as how we lead and learn together. Dwight
Hopkins spoke about Black Liberation Theology in terms of how
Black people view and think about God through stories. He says:

And so, to discover what Black people think about
God, we travel a road where Black folks live a faith
of freedom. This journey becomes a walk through the
stories of the folk. In their unedited tales of life, the
Black poor yearn for the freedom to name themselves
and determine the space around them. As they press
on toward this mark, they seek a spirituality of full
humanity. ...To keep step with this walking and talking
of the folk, we need to move with them through the
twists and turns of their tales—stories about their belief
expressed in culture, politics, and spirituality. We need
to share the “shoes” of faith that fit their feet on the way
forward.'

As Hopkins contends, the experience of Black people
is prioritized as the access point to understanding God and
understanding the faith and spirituality of Black folks. It is in trying
to understand these experiences that help Black communities
understand the way forward. In Leadership-as-Social Ethic, the
need to critically engage the stories, theories, and practices of

' Dwight N. Hopkins, Shoes That Fit Our Feet: Sources for a Constructive Black
Theology, (United States: Orbis Books, 1993) 1.
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Black leaders, Black Christians, and Black folk is paramount to
understanding the practice of liberative social ethics within our
faith communities.

Womanist Theology

Black Liberation Theology lifts the experience of Black folks to
the place of importance in scholarship and praxis; however, Black
Liberation Theology on its own does not prioritize Black women
and their experiences. Thus, Womanist scholars and the experiences
of Black women need to be shared within the conversations that
construct social ethics. Both church studies and leadership studies
would benefit from Womanist scholarship in ethics, identity,
leadership, and the use of narrative in theory and praxis. Womanist
scholars add much-needed critique and credibility to scholarship
around the Black experience.

One of the primary methodologies utilized in Womanist
scholarship is the narrative experience of Black folk, particularly
Black women. Womanist scholar Evelyn Parker also sees the
experience of Black folk as a way to break down intergenerational
barriers within a congregation. Framing the Black experience
around the concept of listening, Parker moves beyond simply
sharing one’s own experience to listening and learning another’s
experiences. This is an example of a practice of social ethic. She
states, “Story-sharing between adults and youth can spark a desire
in partners to know more about the social and historical contexts
that shape our experiences. To learn is to share the wisdom we
have gained from our experiences regardless of age.””” We need to
practice story-sharing within faith communities to create common
ground and collective liberative social ethics.

Cheryl Townsend Gilkes utilizes the experience of Black
women to theorize about ethical leadership. Her contribution
shows that leadership theory within Black spaces is contrived from
the experiences of all Black people, but Black women in particular.

7 Evelyn L. Parker, “Bridging Civil Rights and Hip Hop Generations,” in
Black Practical Theology, edited by Dale P. Andrews and Robert London Smith
Jr, (United States: Baylor University Press, 2015) 31.
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Gilkes states that ethical leadership models “can be found in
African-American women’s experience, an experience that involves
persistence at keeping faith with African-American people.”'® It
is through the stories of slavery, Jim and Jane Crow, organizing,
prose and poetry, and everyday living that we find the experiences
that help shape our ethic and our leadership. From these often-
overlooked stories of women leading the struggle, we find organic
models consistent with our heritage.

Womanist ethic is a communal Womanist practice. Womanist
ethics and practice is a call to radical inclusion, radical dialogue,
radical introspection, and radical sharing of power. In fact, to be
a Womanist “is to be outrageous audacious, courageous, willful,
responsible, in charge, serious and curious.”"” The term “Womanist”
was first defined by Alice Walker from the word “Womanish” to
mean “A black feminist or feminist of color. From the black folk
expression of mother to female children and also a woman who
loves other women, sexually and/or nonsexually. Appreciates and
prefers women’s culture. Committed to survival and wholeness of
entire people, male and female. Womanist is to feminist as purple
is to lavender.”*

Womanist leadership traits are traits that lift the community.
Beyond this, Womanist leadership secks to lift the community
through the embodied struggles of Black women, their struggles
with body image, sexual autonomy, and patriarchy. All of this, the
overcoming of the oppressive forces and the passing down of ethics
and expression is a communal endeavor. Jackson states, “African-
American women have created a leadership developmental
model that demonstrates generationally progressive transmission

'8 Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, “Keeping Faith with People: Reflections on Ethics,
Leadership, and African-American Women’s Historical Experience,” in 7he
Stones That the Builders Rejected: The Development of Ethical Leadership from the
Black Church Tradition, edited by Walter Earl Fluker, (United States: Trinity
Press International, 1998) 75.

' JoAnne Marie Terrell, Power in the Blood? The Cross in the African American
Experience, limited, (United States: Wipf and Stock, 2005) 136.

2 Alice Walker, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose, 1st ed., (San
Diego: Harcourt, 1983) XI-XII.
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from women, to their children, and into community.”*" Jackson
continues her thought by suggesting that everybody ought to have
shoes. This is an eschatological thought from a Negro spiritual that
states that all God’s children will have shoes. Jackson’s use of this
imagery suggests that Womanist leadership wants to make sure that
“the broader community has what it needs”* and since everyone
deserves shoes, Womanist leadership epistemology is found in our
beautiful and often messy lived experience. Womanist leadership
weaves multiple stories for both the community and the individual.

Practice and Social Ethic

The scholarly conversation around practice focuses on two
central areas: practice as the detailed actions that happen within
a community and practice as the overarching, epistemological
understanding of life, where life itself is constructed and known by
experiential knowledge. For the purposes of this article, practice is
the collective, normative, and embodied knowledge of a community
as enacted by human and nonhuman agents that both shape and
are shaped by said agents using power. This definition incorporates
both detailed actions and epistemological understanding,.

As Schatzki puts it, “The social is a field of embodied, materially
interwoven practices centrally organized around shared practical
understandings.” Schatzki notes that practice involves the
collective knowledge base of a community. This connects strongly
with social ethic because the shared knowledge of the ethical good
in a community is what links social ethic to Leadership-as-Practice.
In this way, the operative practice, the operative theory of being
and knowing; is that of shared experiential knowledge. That shared
knowledge is learned, embodied, and transferred in a symbiotic
way through a network of mutuality. Practice as a theory brings
together the agency of animate and inanimate objects; of human

2 Debora Jackson, Meant for Good: Fundamentals of Womanist Leadership,
(United States: Judson Press, 2019) 122.

22 Jackson, 125.

% Theodore R. Schatzki, ed., “Introduction: Practice Theory,” in The Practice
Turn in Contemporary Theory, by Theodore R Schatzki, (United Kingdom:
Routledge, 2001) 12.
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and nonhuman actors. Practice shapes the lives of human beings
through other human agents, but it also shapes the lives of human
beings through nonliving agents to collectively mold a community.
Schatzki says that “non-human entities help constitute human
sociality. Practices, as indicated, are generally construed as materially
mediated nexuses of activity.”* In other words, multitudinous
agents affect practice for understanding being and knowledge.

Practice in and of itself holds meaning, knowledge of meaning,
language, and symbols in a community. We, as agents, interact
with said meaning. Furthermore, the meaning of life and the
normalization of activities do not come from us individually but
spring from the collective practice. In this particular definition,
practice acts upon agents. The practice itself utilizes agency to
transform as well as be transformed. It is collective experience and
communal knowledge.

Leadership-as-Social Ethic also suggests a practice of social ethic.
An organization with Leadership-as-Social Ethic must have social-
ethical practices that permeate the organization and are normalized
as essential to that organization’s sense of being and understanding.
Once it is understood that the particular organization has social-
ethical practices, they move from speaking of social ethics in
leadership to embodying social ethic as the leadership principle, as
the very consequence of their activity together. There is a move from
scattered practices [social ethics] to an embodied understanding of
Social Ethic [dynamic].

Practice is also an exercise in power since practice constitutes
the way agents interact with one another. This suggests that agents
have power to shape each other in meaningful ways. Barnes states
that “to engage in a practice is to exercise a power. ...Powers are
exercised at need by active agents; they are, as it were, switched
on and off as expediency or inclination or whatever else requires.
Practices are enacted in the same way. Or rather what is called the
active exercise of a power may equally be called the enactment of a

24 Schatzki, 20.
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practice.”® The ability to enact and retract practice is power. Each
agent enacts and retracts practice, both animate and inanimate
objects, both in human and nonhuman agents. For some, this may
be a conversation around usefulness and nonusefulness, as Feldman
& Worline suggest.”* However, practice is also about rebuilding,
with the central idea that practice is social. It is the collection
of individual practices that shape, enact, or retract power to aid
the collective practice in both mundane practices and normative
practice. Practice is the concept of becoming and knowing, without
which a community will fail.

To talk about community practice is to talk about community
power; or the ability of the agents in the community to embody or
disembody the shared knowledge. Furthermore, power determines
the social ethic. Agency determines that practice is not simply
mundane routines or meta narratives, but that practice demands
that agents act. Practice in a community setting that is driven by
social change should discuss community practice as much as one
talks about community social ethic.

To turn from community identity, where the particular
identifiers are centered in the conversation, to community
practice (in particular social-ethical practice) centers the
embodied knowledge of social ethic through the lens of self-
love, self-education, and self-advocacy. As it pertains to the Black
experience, self-love, self-education, and self-advocacy include
such movements as Black liberation, Black power, and Womanist
leadership. It includes freedom schools, Black Church-sponsored
education programs, Black Lives Matter teach-ins before rallies,
and broad-based community organizing, as these are all examples
of Leadership-as-Social Ethic, always unfolding, demonstrably
dynamic, processual in advancing into a greater knowledge of self,
practicing power in real-time.

% Barry Barnes, “Practice as Collective Action,” in 7he Practice Turn in Contem-
porary Theory, edited by Theodore R. Schatzki, (United Kingdom: Routledge,
2001) 28.

26 Martha Feldman and Monica Worline, “The Practicality of Practice Theory,”
Academy of Management Learning & Education 15 (2) (2016): 304-24. https://
doi.org/10.5465/amle.2014.0356.
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Community Practice within the Black Community

Asitpertains to Leadership-as-Social Ethic, the social ethic shows
up in both the mundane practices and the embodied knowledge of
the congregation. For the sake of this article, I understand social
ethic to intersect in the areas of self-love, self-education, and self-
advocacy. I contextualize social ethic through the ideas of Black
power, the Civil Rights Movement, and community organizing.
The concepts of self-love, self-education, and self-advocacy are
seen both as mundane practices and the embodied knowledge of
what it means to be Black in America. The concept of “self” is
Paul Ricoeur’s conception, where oneself is both a statement of
individuality and also sameness. Ricoeur believed that to situate
oneself is to also understand how oneself differs from another and
yet how oneself also is the same as another.”” So that when speaking
of “self,” one is speaking of the relationality of the individual to the
community and vice versa, it is therefore reciprocal and allows for
others to name oneself apart from and alongside others.

Self-love, self-education, and self-advocacy are the activities
associated with situating oneself in a community through practice,
apart from, and together with other communities. As the South
African philosophy of Ubuntu says, I am because we are. I cannot
be human unless you are. The loss of oneself or humanity is the
demonization and dehumanization of others. To love oneself,
to educate oneself, and to advocate for oneself is also to love,
educate, and advocate for others. It also allows others to advocate
for themselves, educate themselves, and love themselves. In other
words, this social ethic is not a superiority ethic. Rather, it espouses
the notion that every individual and every community deserves to
love themselves fully, to educate themselves, and to advocate for
their needs.

Narrative Theology-as-Social Ethic
Black churches must construct their own Narrative Theology-
as-Social Ethic. The social ethic of Black churches is centering the

%7 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1990).
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stories of otherness in narrative ethics and theology. Postbiblical
Christian faith heritage stories achieve this goal. By discussing and
honoring the heroes that centered social justice and equality at a
time when it was dangerous, illegal, or against the status quo, these
stories of individuals help inform Black Christian social ethic.

Anne E. Streaty Wimberly constructs a narrative approach to
developing the contemporary African American Christian social
ethic, built around the ideas of linking mundane and sacred stories
for careful examination by the community and placing them
within the Black historical context. Although Wimberly doesnt
explicitly cite Stephen Cirites or his concept of mundane and sacred
stories, these basic ideas undergird her concepts of story-linking.
“The stories of our everyday lives” are mundane stories, “the story
of God and the good news of Jesus Christ in Scripture” is our
sacred story, and “postbiblical Christian faith heritage stories” are
the intersection, wherein the mundane stories of African American
existence coincide with sacred stories to uncover truth and ethics
within the community.

Wimberly’s framework can also be analyzed in tandem with
Lee Ann Bell's “The Storytelling Project Model.”*® Bell's model
allows us to “examin[e] the kinds of stories we tell and... imagin|[e]
alternative stories that account for history, power and systematic,
normalizing patterns to justify equality.”® Like Leadership-as-Social
Ethic, Bell understands that the narratives within a community
normalize behavior that guides and is guided by the group.

Wimberly’s “the stories of our everydaylives,” asaforementioned,
are the mundane stories that communities share among themselves.
These stories imbue the community with a sense of self and everyday
belonging, but this speaks very little to how “the stories of our
everyday lives” contribute specifically to Black narrative theology.
To this end, Wimberly writes: “Our stories are the agenda we bring
to our study of the Christian faith story in the Bible and in our

8 Lee Anne Bell, Storytelling for Social Justice: Connecting Narrative and the Arts
in Antiracist Teaching, (United Kingdom: Routledge, 2010).
¥ Bell, 4.
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Christian faith heritage.”*® Wimberly acknowledges that each story
is interpretive, and the experiences individuals bring with them
when analyzing and studying sacred stories necessarily contributes
to the conclusions they will draw. This directly relates to Hauerwas
and his inability to acknowledge the inherent “Whiteness” in his
perspective. Hauerwas inadvertently is regurgitating what Bell
calls a Stock Story that “protect[s] and reinforce[s] the racial status
quo™' by telling the story of his everyday life without including the
Black experience into his view of the church.

Black churches’ social ethic must counteract this silencing by
telling “the stories of our everyday lives” in a way that centers the
otherness of the Black experience. This quite literally means that
Black folk need to tell their stories to bring attention to the issues
traversed in their daily and collective life. This can be achieved
through discussions within the church but also in society at large.
The stories of Black folk persevering within society directly negates
the Stock Stories that many non-Blacks are told, and in this way,
these stories enact change. Seen in this context, one would argue that
the once-silenced “stories of everyday Black lives” were Concealed
Stories, but when these stories reach a larger multiracial audience,
they become Emerging/Transforming Stories. When Black folk
share their stories, especially when they emphasize the “otherness”
in their experiences, they inform not only Black churches, but also
the larger church body of their lives and experiences in a way that
they are not exposed to. By definition, Concealed Stories are told
“within communities of color and among White racial progressives
as sources of critical literacy and sustenance for survival in a racist
society,”®* but when given a platform that seeks to inform, these
stories “build on and amplify concealed and resistant stories,”*
therefore they are Emerging/Transforming Stories.

The next step of Wimberly’s Story-Linking process is the
“story of God and the good news of Jesus Christ in scripture.” To

% Anne E. Streaty Wimberly, Soul Stories: Afvican American Christian Educa-
tion, revised, (United States: Abingdon Press, 2005) 27.

31 Bell, 5.

32 Bell, 5.

33 Bell, 25.
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Wimberly, these sacred stories are utilized in several ways to engage
individuals to think critically and reach ethical conclusions that
inform and are informed by the community. This can be in a group
context, where participants are guided to discuss a specific biblical
story with each other to explore how it can relate to their own lives,
trials, and tribulations. This can also be done with the guidance of
a pastor or religious thought leader, where scriptures are analyzed
with a specific purpose, to “glean from it the particular factor in
African American life it addresses and what specific guidance it can
provide. This is looking at Scripture through contextual lenses.”**
The last way leaders can link biblical stories to their congregations’
lives is by drawing a direct connection between a scripture and
an event the community is familiar with. “The scripture is chosen
specifically because it addresses concretely the nature of God’s
action and provides wisdom the African-American Christian seeks
in his or her quest for liberation and hope-filled vocation.”

Thelaststory that Wimberly poses for social-ethical development
is “postbiblical Christian faith heritage stories, particularly those
from the African American Christian faith heritage.”® These
are stories of individuals such as Harriet Tubman or Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr., who personified the social ethic that brought
Black communities to where they are today. Wimberly insists
that we need to continue this cultural social ethic to bind African
Americans to their past as well as inspire them to persist in this
bold and beautiful manner, especially in the interest of sustaining
Black churches. “African American Christian faith heritage stories
convey a liberating wisdom and liberation mindset that were at the
center of the Christian life of African Americans in the past and
that are worthy of emulation in the present.””’

Other examples of postbiblical Christian faith heritage stories
could be personal, of family heroes that persevered in the face of
oppression. These oral/aural accounts are especially important
in the development a Christian social ethic, as they can bring a

3 Wimberly, 30.
3 Wimberly, 25.
3¢ Wimberly, 25.
3 Wimberly, 32.
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personal touch to the narrative of liberation. These stories push
back against the Stock Stories that are circulated, that support
hegemonic White culture and silence Black voices.

Postbiblical Christian faith heritage stories are also examples of
Concealed Stories, Resistance Stories, and Emerging/Transforming
Stories. At one time, all African American stories were Concealed
Stores, as they were given no platform in the mainstream, White-
dominated culture. Through the years, they were preserved and
internalized into the Black psyche, which spurred the emergence
of Resistance Stories, wherein Black heroes actively resisted the
oppression and racism that they faced. It is only through lifting
up these stories through discussion and analysis that they become
Emerging/Transforming Stories. It is only when these stories are
used to challenge Stock Stories that they receive this distinction
because, by definition, an Emerging/Transforming Story must
“take up the mantle of anti-racism and social justice work through
generating new stories to catalyze contemporary action against
racism.”?®

Wimberly’s stories have many examples that could fit the
respective delineations. It is necessary to have conversations that are
structured around these stories to lead a community to create and
be created by the social ethic within them. It is especially prescient
within Black Christian communities because Black churches
need to constantly advocate for social justice and to maintain the
momentum that previous generations provided toward the goal of
liberation.

Concluding Thoughts

Leadership-as-Social Ethic does not simply lift stories and
place them in conversation, but it lifts ethical stories to place
them in conversation with one another. The processual nature of
Leadership-as-Practice is qualified by the continual lifting of social-
ethical stories so that leadership processes into more ethical goals.
To lift stories in Black churches and Black communities is to lift
stories of the slaves who fought to be free, not simply of Harriet

38 Bell, 75.
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Tubman, but of Nat Turner, who led a slave rebellion, was caught
and lynched—his body used to make ointments, tinctures, and
decorations on fireplace mantles.

We must raise stories that show the perseverance of our
foremothers and forefathers in consistently seeking to speak for
themselves. We must raise the stories of Toni Morrison’s Sethe, who
made choices unimaginable just to be free, of Black women who
suffered abuse at the hands of White people only to come home
and suffer abuse by Black men. We must tell the stories of Black
women who, with faith, fought for the rights of White women
and Black men even when White women and Black men would
not fight for them. Leadership-as-Social Ethic provides a model
for engaging the differences found among us in ways that allow us
to produce transformative social-ethical actions that lead us to a
normalized and embodied social ethic.
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A FOLLOWER PERSPECTIVE ON FOLLOWERSHIP IN THE

CONGREGATION
ROBERT LILLEAASEN

Abstract
This article investigates how church members understand
Jollowership and their role as followers in relation to leaders and
the organizational context. Drawing upon qualitative research
interviews with church members in three congregations, this
article analyzes followers self-concept, leader expectations,
and organizational factors in view of theories on followership.
Whereas research has largely focused on pastors and persons
with leadership responsibility, this article contributes with
interviews of followers perspectives on leadership: showing
how the informants view leaders, the leaders ability to lead
and influence, and what motivates people without leadership
responsibility. Basic expectations for both leaders and followers
are examined, providing congregations with a starting point
for articulating and developing roles and expectations.

Introduction

Research on the leadership process in the congregation
has largely focused on the pastor and people with leadership
responsibility.! Common to this research is a focus on leaders and
how leaders should behave in relation to the church members

Robert Lilleaasen is head of research and associate professor at Fiellbaug Interna-
tional University College in Oslo, Norway.

! Joshua D. Henson, Historic Christian Followership: Principles from Exemplary
Followers in Church History (Oikos Press, 2021) 10.
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and the volunteers.” Bastardoz and Vugt have shown how only a
small percentage of research on leadership focuses on followers
and followership.? People not acting as leaders or have positions
of leadership have more often been included in studies as receivers
of leadership or as informants in pastoral theology and church
leadership studies.* This focus on leaders and subsidiary use
of followers is typical of leadership and management research.
However, there are indications that followership and follower
perspectives on the leadership process are receiving more research
attention.” This study aims to contribute to this development
by focusing attention on followership in the context of the local
congregation. Our main question is: How do followers in three
congregations understand followership and the follower role in
relation to leaders and the organizational context?

To pursue this question, I conducted qualitative interviews with
fifteen informants from three Lutheran free churches in Norway.
Subsidiary questions narrowed our focus:

What expectations do the followers have of congregational
leaders?

What expectations do followers experience from the
congregational leaders?

What characterizes the local congregation as an organi-
zational context for leadership and followership?

2 Stephen Sirris, “Hvordan Lede Frivillige i Kirken? En Verdibasert Og Prak-
sisorientert Modell for Kirkelig Frivillighetsledelse,” Scandinavian Journal for
Leadership and Theology, (2) (2015): 1-19; Kjetil Fretheim, Ansatte og frivillige:
endringer i Den norske kirke (Oslo: IKO-forlaget, 2014); Beate Jelstad Lovaas
and Asbjern Kaasa, “Hva motiverer til frivillig innsats?,” Tidsskrift for Praktisk
Teologi 32(2) (2015): 48-60.

3 Nicolas Bastardoz and Mark Van Vugt, “The Nature of Followership: Evolu-
tionary Analysis and Review,” The Leadership Quarterly 30(1) (2019): 81f.

4 Stephen Sirris and Harald Askeland, eds., Kirkelig organisering og ledelse
(Oslo: Cappelen Damm Akademisk/NOASP, 2021); Jackson W. Carroll, As
One with Authority, Second Edition (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2011).
> Peter G. Northouse, Leadership: Theory and Practice, Ninth edition (Thou-
sand Oaks: SAGE Publications, Inc, 2021) 353.
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These questions align with Howell and Méndez’s outline of how
the roles that followers take on are influenced by followers’ self-
concept or identity, the leaders’ expectations, and organizational
factors.® Role orientations refer to how individuals “conceptualize
their duties and responsibilities in their organizational position.””A
few terms are central to this study, starting with fo/lower. Bastardoz
and Vugt define followers as “individuals who adopt the leader’s
goals temporally (e.g., following someone’s direction to a
restaurant) or structurally (e.g., accepting the authority of a parent,
manager or president) and freely accept the influence of leaders.”
Followers and leaders constitute the leadership process and are
mutually dependent on each other. Without leaders, there are no
followers, and without followership, no leadership. The mutuality
between leaders and followers in leadership process means leadership
is understood as a “process that is co-created in social and relational
interaction between people.” Therefore, followership is constructed
in relation to leadership and the organizational context.'® Uhl-
Bien defines followership as having two main components: “the
characteristics, behaviors and processes of individuals acting in
relation to leaders... Fora construct to qualify as followership it must
be conceptualized and operationalized: (a) in relation to leaders or
the leadership process, and/or (b) in contexts in which individuals
identify themselves in follower positions (e.g., subordinates) or as
having follower identities.”"!

The informants in my study understand the church as the
local congregation, and both followership and leadership are

¢ Jon P. Howell et al., “Three Perspectives on Followership,” in 7he Arz of
Followership (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008) 25-39.

7 Howell et al., 26.

8 Bastardoz and Van Vugt, 82.

? Mary Uhl-Bien et al., “Followership Theory: A Review and Research Agen-
da,” The Leadership Quarterly 25(1) (2014): 83.

10 Barbara Kellerman, 7he End of Leadership (New York: Harper Business,
2012) xxii; Melissa K. Carsten et al., ‘Exploring Social Constructions of Fol-
lowership: A Qualitative Study, 7he Leadership Quarterly 21(3) (2010): 546,
hteps://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.03.015.

11 Uhl-Bien et al., 96.
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understood as part of the leadership process in the congregations.'
In the context of the church, the idea of followership relates to
the term /aity. In theology, the term laity is used for those who
are not ordained and not holding an ecclesial office—a layperson
is an ordinary church member."’In the congregations observed in
this study, however, both laity and ordained take on leadership
responsibility. Moreover, the same individuals often have different
relations and roles, meaning they are both leaders and followers.
The informants in the study were asked to participate because they
did not have institutionalized leadership responsibility or because
they identified themselves as subordinate in relation to a leader
(e.g., a Sunday school teacher in relation to the main leader of the
Sunday school).

Theoretical perspectives

The point of departure for this article is Uhl-Bien’s construct
of followership, which includes the “follower rofe (i.e., a position
in relation to leaders), following behaviors (i.e., behavior in
relation to leaders), and owutcomes associated with the leadership
process.”'* Followership can be divided into two broad categories:
relational-based and role-based. A relational approach understands
followership as socially and relationally constructed, cocreated by
the leaders and the followers in a social or relational context.

Uhl-Bien et al. maintain that the relational approach considers
that leadership can only occur when leadership influences are met
with followership behavior.” Conversely, a person in a formal
leadership role “may not actually be a leader if subordinates do not
grant them a leader identity and claim for themselves a follower
identity.”'® This relational approach allows us to investigate the

12 Roy Kearsley, Church, Community and Power, 1% ed. (Farnham, England;
Burlington, VT: Routledge, 2009) 2. Kearsley argues that most Christian
traditions “are composed largely of such local churches and depend for their
existence on the vitality and health of these grassroot communities.”

'3 R. Paul Stevens, Abolition of the Laity (London: Send The Light, 2000) 24f.
14 Uhl-Bien et al., 96.

!5 Uhl-Bien et al., 89.

16 Uhl-Bien et al., 94.
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situation when individuals do not follow people in a formal
leadership role, or “non-following.”

A role-based approach to followership, on the other hand, sees
followership as a role occupied by individuals in formal or informal
positions. Role-based views study followership in the context of
hierarchical systems. Uhl-Bien etal. refer to thisapproach as reversing
the lens, since it considers how followers influence leader attitudes,
behaviors, and outcomes."” Questions and problems previously
posed to leaders and leadership are now applied to followers and
followership. “The empbhasis in the role-based approach is on the
roles and styles of followers and how their behaviors affect the
leader and the organizational outcome.”'®

Research on the follower role has developed typologies,
grouping followers according to style or type. In the discussion, the
findings of this study will be analyzed in view of dimensions from
typologies developed by Chaleff and Carsten et al, who distinguish
between three types of followership: passive, active, and proactive."
Passive refers to followers seeing their role as being obedient, active
followers want input in decisions but only express their opinions
when given the opportunity, whereas proactive followers view
their roles as partners to the leaders, taking ownership and being
accountable. Moreover, Carsten et al. argue that context influences
how one socially constructs definitions of roles and how individuals
enact such roles.”” The outcome of the leadership process is shaped
by the mutual influence of leaders and followers, as well as by the
context in which they operate.

This article, however, focuses on authentic followership.
Whereas the above-mentioned typologies focus on the followers’
understanding of the follower role, theories on authentic
followership help focus attention on what followers expect

17 Uhl-Bien et al., 89.

18 Northouse, 354.

19 Carsten et al., 546. Kellerman has developed a similar typology, distinguish-
ing between five levels of engagement. Barbara Kellerman, Followership: How
Followers Are Creating Change and Changing Leaders (Boston, Mass: Harvard
Business Review Press, 2008).

2 Carsten et al., 546.
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from leaders and the follower-leader relationship. In de Zilwas’s
conceptual framework, an authentic relationship is described as
dyadic.?' This refers to the follower’s secure attachment to the
organization and its leaders. With reference to research on leaders as
attachment figures for followers, de Zilwa argues a “secure pattern
develops between followers and leaders in firms when followers are
confident, they develop trust that the leader will provide a secure
base for them, be available and responsive to their needs.”** This
link between authentic followership and leadership is at the heart
of Gardner et al. and Avolio and Reichard’s conceptualization.”
Gardner et al. argue that authentic leaders are role models for
followers, leaders show behavior patterns required for authenticity.
Avolio and Reichard’s conceptualization of authentic followership
comprises three psychological attributes: psychological ownership,
trust, and transparency.”* The attributes of trust and transparency
refer to the relationship between followers and leaders.

Methodology

I conducted qualitative interviews with fifteen church lay
members in three different congregations. The interviews aimed
to elicit material that illuminates church members” understanding
of followership and their role in relation to their leaders and
congregation, particularly seeking knowledge on how they view
followership, leadership, and the congregation as context for
the follower—leader relationship. Qualitative interviews ask for

! Deanna de Zilwa, ‘A New Conceptual Framework for Authentic Follower-
ship’, in Followership, What Is It and Why Do People Follow?, ed. Laurent
M. Lapierre and Melissa K. Carsten (Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing
Ltd., 2014), 47-72; Deanna de Zilwa, “The Strengths and Capacities of Au-
thentic Followership’, Leadership & Organization Development Journal 37(3)
(2016): 31024, heeps://doi.org/10.1108/LOD]J-01-2014-0010.

22 de Zilwa, 48f.

23 William L. Gardner et al., ““Can You See the Real Me?” A Self-Based Model
of Authentic Leader and Follower Development’, Leadership Quarterly 16(1)
(2005), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2005.03.003; Bruce J. Avolio and
Rebecca J. Reichard, “The Rise of Authentic Followership’, in The Art of Fol-
lowership, ed. Ronald E. Riggio, Ira Chaleff, and Jean Lipman-Blumen (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008), 325-37.

24 Avolio and Reichard, 328-34.
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meaning, understanding, and nuances in events and behavior,
and strengthen our understanding of why humans behave as they
do.” The questions in the semi-structured interviews were open-
ended and addressed informants’ views on, and ideals for, the
congregation, the leadership, and their behavior in relation to the
leaders and other members of the congregation. Informants were
encouraged to speak as freely as possible and elaborate on salient
issues.

The three congregations were Lutheran free churches organized
with a staff that includes administrative employees, faith educators,
and pastors. In addition, the congregations have many church
members volunteering as coworkers. The target group is church
members without leader responsibility in the congregation,
or church members who identify themselves as subordinate in
relation to a leader. The group of informants includes both church
members who do not participate in ministry with designated tasks
and individuals involved as volunteers in ministry. Six women and
nine men, between 20 and 75 years of age, were interviewed.

Two interviews were conducted in person, and the other thirteen
interviews were conducted on Teams. On average, the interviews
lasted fifty minutes. The tape-recorded interviews were transcribed
and coded using the qualitative data analysis and research software
Adlas.ti. The codes were developed inductively. After the initial coding,
I wrote summaries that reflected the content of the quotes relevant
to the research questions. These summaries linked to the quotes were
categorized and organized given the main themes in the material.
From this process of coding and categorization, eight themes emerged,
which are presented below in the findings. In the final part of the
analysis, the findings were interpreted in view of theory.

The informants received written information on their rights
and the purpose of the study and gave their informed consent. The
project was reported to the Norwegian Centre for Research Data.
The participants and their congregations are anonymized in the
article.

» Kirsti Malterud, Kvalitative forskningsmetoder for medisin og helsefag: en inn-
foring, 4™ ed. (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 2017) 31.
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Findings

The first research question is as follows: What expectations
do followers have of the leaders in the congregation? The findings
related to this question are organized into two themes. The followers
wanted to be seen and heard, and they wanted to be involved and
informed.

The fundamental expectation of congregational leaders among
the followers interviewed was to be seen and heard. All informants
pointed out the need to be seen and/or heard by their leader; a good
leader is attentive to his or her followers. Some of the informants
described how their leader saw them or was attentive to individuals
in the congregations, while others described how this was something
they missed in the leadership. One informant explained: “He
doesn’t see the individual. I miss that. When the worship is over, he
is done.” A similar point was made by informants from the other
congregations. To what extent this is an accurate description of the
leaders is not certain, as other members in the same congregations
described the same leaders as attentive. The main point is that to be
seen and heard are followers’ basic expectations of congregational
leaders.

Attentiveness is associated with individual considerations.
One of the informants argued that a good leader knows his or her
followers and takes individual consideration into account. “You
[the leader] must know your followers to go the extra mile in your
leadership.” Similar ideas were expressed when the informants
shared their experiences of good leadership. Several described
how a leader had seen that they needed help in some way and
took care of their situation. Commenting on such an experience,
one informant said: “In my mind, this is a good example of very
good leadership. It’s not just about listening, but also to see your
subordinates. To see how they do their tasks, and to know when to
step in and help.”

The importance of attentiveness in leadership is illuminated by
the connection informants made between the experience of being
seen and whom the followers recognize as their leaders. Although
the informants acknowledge that the main pastor is the main leader,
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the person who sees them as individuals is described as their leader.
It is the pastor who sees and pays attention to them whom they
follow as a leader, suggesting followership is connected to personal
relationships.

A second theme highlighted as important was to be involved
and informed. The followers describe a need to be informed and
included in what is going on in the congregation. The informants
did not connect this need to power or influence but to a quest for
clarity and a need to feel safe. The followers wanted their leaders
to be orderly and predictable. “I like it very much when [leaders]
have control; that way I don’t have to.” Later, talking about her
experience with good leaders, the same informant explains how
one of the pastors is “well organized and hard-working.” Moreover,
she is good at giving feedback, another trait several informants
point out as important to create a safe environment.

In line with this, the most common description of weak
leadership is a self-willed leader who does not seek or share
information. Weak leadership described as not seeking information
is connected to the above-mentioned need to be seen and heard,
and leaders who are pushing their own agendas. Asked what they
associate with weak or bad leadership, one informant said: “If [a
leader] isnt listening, open, and curious about the followers, I
think the followers notice this. In that case, the follower feels that
the leader doesn’t really care about me, my feeling, beliefs, or needs.
The leader is simply making his way.” A similar point was made by
another informant: “If you [leader] are too self-centered. It doesn’t
have to be ill will, but sometimes the self-confidence is better than
the self-awareness.”

The connection between information and the need for safety is
evident in the informants’ talk about leaders’ information sharing.
First, safety is connected to the leaders’ clarity: “When a leader
stands up and says what he believes is right, even if that may have
negative consequences for the leader, I like that. I like it when they
stand for what they believe.” Second, the informants want to know
the leaders as persons. The followers want to see the connection
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between what is preached and the life lived. When asked about
good leadership, one informant associated this with personal
relationships: “As a member of the congregation, I need to believe
in the person talking and leading; if not, it is hopeless.”

It’s not just the message, but also the messengers, that must
be trusted. Several informants used the word “trust” to describe
good leaders; the followers need information about their leaders
to evaluate them and find out whether they are to be trusted. “We
trust [leaders] because we have experienced who that person is.”
If a leader is trusted, the message is no longer just teaching; it is
received as guidance. “When [I] notice that you care and wish me
well, [the teaching] becomes guidance.” Finally, the need to know
the leader as a person was connected to the sense of being on the
same level. “I think people trust someone on their level, someone
they can identify with.”

The second research question focuses attention on the followers.
Followers were asked about the expectations they experience from
the congregational leaders—in other words, how do the followers
perceive leaders’ expectations? Three themes emerged when the
material was approached in view of this question. The followers
reported expectations of faithfulness, giving feedback, and
participating.

The most basic expectation was faithfulness: church members
are expected to come to church. One informant applied the term
benchwarmer as a positive description of the stable and faithful
follower. “Some friends of ours, when they first started attending
this congregation, told us they would like to be benchwarmers.
In the beginning, they did not participate in any ministry, but
they always attended Sunday worship.”When asked what he
associated with a good follower, another informant said: “I think
about a person that regularly attends [church], someone you can
count on.” Several of the informants applied the word loyal when
describing the good follower. “To me, loyalty is a keyword. To trust
the leaders.” The way the two terms are used, it seems faithful refers
to the congregation, whereas loyalty refers to the leaders.
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When asked what they associated with poor followership, one
informant applied the term church shopper. This refers to people
who, according to the informants, only attend church when
nothing else comes up, the people who do not truly prioritize the
congregation. To others, attendance is a bare minimum of what
could be expected from followers. Some of the informants used
negative terms to describe being a congregational member without
being involved in ministry, depicting an unconscious and uncritical
following. To them, being a follower in church is associated with
involvement and engagement.

Third, followers are expected to share information and give
feedback to theleaders. “A good follower gives both positive feedback
and constructive criticism to the leadership.” The informants talked
about feedback when asked what characterizes a good follower and
when asked about followers™ responsibility for their leaders. The
followers interviewed described feedback to leaders not only as
an expectation from leaders but also as something leaders need.
Followers help, shape, and enable their leaders through feedback.
When information that could have been useful for the leadership is
shared with others and not the leaders, this weakens leadership and
generates dissatisfaction in the congregation.

What the informants referred to as gossip is described as a
problem and conflict-generating. When individuals talk about
topics with others instead of addressing them with their leaders,
this often results in increased frustration and dissatisfaction.
“When someone is uncertain, questions a decision, or disagrees
[with leaders], they should talk with the leaders instead of talking
with everyone about how bad things are [and] how their [leaders]
should prioritize.”

Talking about this topic, a few informants described themselves
as mediators. A mediator is a member of the congregation trying
to ease tension and conflict by moderating and questioning
information that causes frustration and dissatisfaction. Although
no one has asked them to do this, they wanted to advocate for the
leaders” decisions and encourage dissatisfied members to talk with
the leaders. “I've been involved in conversations where leaders
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choice and priorities have been criticized, and I have tried to
illuminate, not uncritically defend, but illuminate why things are
done the way they are, and how things are done.”

What is expected from followers is summed up by one
informant: “A good follower is faithful. That’s first. He must be
faithful and then loyal. And I hope we... have the courage to ask
questions.” It was typical for the followers interviewed that asking
questions was associated with courage. Although most informants
expressed giving feedback and talking with leaders as an ideal, only
a few mentioned that they had given critical or negative feedback
to their leaders. Several of the informants described themselves
as loyal, but they hoped others in the congregation would ask
more critical questions. “A group of followers can't all be like me,
supporting and cheering. [A leader] also needs critical questions.”

The third research question asked what characterizes the
local congregation as an organizational context. The three
themes identified are role orientation, volunteerism, and leader
characteristics.

The informants did not see themselves as a follower in
relationship to the pastor or another leader in the congregation.
“I don't feel that I'm led. 'm here voluntarily and lead myself.”
Following up on this comment, the informant recognized that the
pastors tried to lead by teaching theology. “However, to what extent
we let ourselves lead is a different story. 'm not so sure about that.”
The relationship between leaders and followers was also shaped
by these congregations’ practice of calling pastors. Several of the
informants expressed self-consciousness when explaining how they
as members of the congregation had been involved in calling their
leaders. To some of the informants, this practice was connected
to an understanding of congregational leaders as their workers.
Others connected the calling practice to the church members
responsibility to their leaders. “I have been involved in calling this
person and giving him the letter of call.... This gives us a special
responsibility.”

When asked about the term follower, the informants explained

that this to a larger extent was associated with their relationship
with Christ. “I had to think about [the term follower]. Am I a
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follower? In my mind, I am a follower of Christ. I feel that more
than following the leaders [in the congregation], I am following
Jesus.” Another informant said: “I think that, to a larger extent, I
am a follower of Jesus than a follower of the pastors. That was my
first thought. However, the pastors and others in leadership roles
help, support, and guide me in my walk with Jesus.” The quote
is descriptive of the informants’ view on what a follower is and
how they see leadership in congregations. The church member is
primarily a follower of Christ, and the pastors and other leaders are
there to facilitate and help.

Given this, the informants talked about followership in
relationship with leaders as non-leadership. Being a follower was
good or nice because followers do not have responsibility, and they
do not have to make decisions. A more positive association was
that being a follower implies being in a community. A follower is
not alone but follows the same path as others. “I think everyone
needs guidance. No one is perfect. We all have something to learn
about the things we face in life. As such, I think having a leader is
an important element in a person’s life.”

In terms of the followers’ view on the leader role, the informants
did not associate congregational leadership with prestige, but they
recognized that it is a demanding role. “I see more and more how
tough it is to be aleader in Christian ministry. In a regular company,
you can impose tasks on your subordinates. You can't do that in
church. All you can do [in church] is to ask nicely if someone
bothers to help.” This relates to voluntarism, which, according to
the informants in this study, is the most characteristic feature of
congregational leadership. Thus, a core feature of congregational
leadership is connected to motivating. The informants expect the
leaders to motivate them. This is best done, the followers argue,
by focusing on the values and goals. One informant explained
how the leader should focus on motivating members to help God,
the congregation, or the fellowship, not the leader: “You don't get
motivated by doing something for the leader.”

According to the informants, this represents the leaders’ biggest
challenge, to balance the communication of the fellowship needs
without putting too much pressure on the church members. “To

Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 23, No. 1, Spring 2024



70 LILLEAASEN

find that balance, without becoming someone who always asks
people to take responsibility and do something. Communicate the
needs in a way that doesn’t pressure people but creates enthusiasm.
It’s a big challenge to make people follow you because they believe
in the project and feel that they are part of it.”

Discussion

This article aims to investigate how followers in congregations
understand followership and their role in relation to their leaders
and the organizational context. The discussion is organized given
the three properties of the follower role orientation: follower self-
concept, leader expectations, and context.

Follower Self-concept

The informants construct follower roles in four main
categories: church shoppers, benchwarmers, coworkers, and mediators.
These categories are derived from the informants’ descriptions
of themselves and other church members. These roles refer to
the three dimensions of participation, feedback, and faithfulness.
A basic distinction between the four main follower categories
refers to participation or involvement. This dimension aligns with
Carsten et al. and Kellerman and their distinction between levels
of engagement.” The informants describe the church shoppers as the
least involved, whereas the coworkers and mediators are the most
involved. Given the three levels suggested by Carsten et al., the
church shoppers are passive, the benchwarmers are active, and the
coworkers and mediators are proactive.”’

In terms of feedback, the informants describe a distinction
similar to Chaleff’s differentiation between high and low on
support and challenge.”® On the one hand, the material suggests
that followers are supportive, which means they give supportive
feedback to the leaders. On the other hand, the church members
are low on challenge, which means they, to a limited extent, give

2 Carsten et al., 550; Kellerman, xxi.
7 Carsten et al., 550.
28 Chaleff, 12.
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critical feedback or challenge decisions. It is among the coworkers
that followers who are high on both support and challenge are
found, whereas the mediators, as far as my findings show, seem to
be very high on support but lower on challenge. The church shoppers
are described as low on support. Given their more peripheral
relationship with the congregation and its leaders, it seems they
too are low on challenge. The benchwarmers are described as high
on support and low on challenge.

The third dimension refers to faithfulness and loyalty. These
terms overlap; however, in the material, faithful refers to the church
member in relationship with the congregation and its values. Loyal
is used by the informants to describe the relationship with the
leaders. The congregation can trust the faithful, and the leader can
trust the loyal. Analyzing the material, the church members are
categorized as high or low on faithfulness/loyalty. Additionally,
I have made a distinction referring to the object of faithfulness/
loyalty. This could be illustrated by a triangle placed upside down.
The lower corner refers to low faithfulness. The two top corners
refer to high faithfulness: one corner referring to the congregation,
the other to the congregational leader. The church shopper is placed
on the lower part of the faithfulness triangle, whereas the other
three categories are placed high. The benchwarmers are described
as faithful to the congregation; the mediators are described as loyal
to the leaders; and the coworker category is between these two.

Organizational Factors

The organizational context in this study is the local congregation.
In the findings, this context relates to the terms value-centered,
egalitarian, and volunteer association. The terms were not used by
the informants but reflect their description of the congregation
as context for the followership. The influence of organizational
context on informants’ understanding of followership was expressed
in their association with the term follower. The informants were
reluctant to describe themselves as followers of the pastor. They
preferred to describe themselves as followers of Christ, and the
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congregational leaders as facilitators and helpers. This description
aligns with a core feature of the ideal follower in several follower
typologies.”” In these typologies, the ideal follower is primarily
focused on and dedicated to the core values of the organization.
The informants’ self-understanding as primary followers of Christ
and the congregational leaders as facilitators of this relationship
indicates a value-conscious understanding of the follower—leader
relationship.

The emphasis on core values is also reflected in the informants’
talk about motivation and volunteerism. The church members
interviewed explained that they get motivated when the focus is
on values and goals, not the leader. The informants’ description of
motivation relates to Keim’s research on community involvement.
Keim distinguishes between leader-motivated and task- or mission-
motivated followership.”® Followers motivated by a mission are
more likely to be involved and committed compared to followers
motivated by aleader.’ On the one hand, the emphasis on values and
goals suggests the informants are mission-motivated. On the other
hand, the expectation that leaders should motivate them points in
the other direction. The church members describe themselves as
motivated by the church’s mission and values. However, they are
not self-motivated but expect their leaders to remind them of who
they are and what their mission is. This aligns with research on
voluntarism in Norway. Wollebak et al. have identified a change
in how volunteers are motivated. They describe a development
from a collective toward reflexive volunteerism—volunteers are
increasingly motivated by individual rather than organizational
needs.’? A similar point is made by Fretheim, who argues the
church’s character as a volunteer association causes the employees

» Kelley, 5; Chaleff, 6; Carsten et al., 553.

30 Keim, “Mission-Driven Followership and Civic Engagement: A Different
Sustainable Energy,” Journal of Leadership Education 13(4) (2014): 76-87,
https://doi.org/10.12806/V13/14/C9.

31 Keim, 85.

32 Dag Wollebzk, Synne Setrang, and Audun Fladmoe, “Betingelser for Friv-
illig Innsats Motivasjon Og Kontekst” (Oslo: Senter for forskning pa sivilsam-
funn og frivillig sektor, 2015) 114.
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to be the helpers of the volunteers, not the opposite.”® This is
reflected in the informants’ quest for individual considerations and
a personal relationship with the congregational leaders.

The influence of the organizational factors on the follower—
leader relationship is displayed in the self-understanding expressed
by the informants. The informants described themselves as non-
leaders, identified by the tasks and responsibilities they did not
have. Moreover, their reluctance to identify as followers of the
congregational leaders depicted the pastors as leaders without
followers. The informants’ reluctance to identify as followers
aligns with the idea of “non-following” in the relational approach
to followership. Uhl-Bien et al. explain that “non-following”
occurs when one’s leading attempts are not responded to with
following behavior.”** The informants did not “feel” they are led.
They recognized the pastors’ leadership attempts, such as through
sermons, but questioned the impact of these leadership attempts.
Uhl-bien et al. explain that resistance behavior could be active or
passive.” Active resistance toward leader attempts includes power
struggles where leading attempts are met with another’s leading
attempt. This is not the case in this study. The non-following
expressed by the informants in this study is passive: the church
members express indifference toward the leadership attempts from
the pulpit.

The reluctance to identify as followers of the pastors could
also signify an egalitarian organizational structure. The informants
described themselves as equals to and responsible for their leaders.
The idea of equality was visible in the quest for leaders who are “on
the same level” as the church members, whereas the responsibility
was expressed in the understanding of informants shaping their
leaders through feedback and criticism. The followers’ sense of
responsibility was also connected to the ecclesial practice of calling
pastors. The non-leaders pointed out that the leaders were chosen
and employed by them, the church members. Carroll maintains

3 Fretheim, 133.
34 Uhl-Bien et al., “Followership Theory”, 99.
3 Uhl-Bien et al., 99.
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that a “growing sense of interdependence and a corresponding
new relationship to authority” makes hierarchies of any kind
“profoundly suspect.”® Similarly, Kessler argues networks of
trust are increasingly replacing hierarchies of command.”” The
designation “networks of trust” corresponds with the informants’
expectations of congregational leaders.

Leader Expectations

When asked about leader traits, the followers interviewed in
this study talked about follower needs. It is telling that leadership
is understood and described in relation to what leaders can do
for their followers, suggesting leadership is understood primarily
as a help or facilitation for followers. I have identified three
leadership themes associated with a good leader: attentive, open,
and trustworthy. These terms emerged in the findings in connection
with the first research question on followers’ expectations toward
leaders.

Attentive refers to the followers’ need to be seen and heard by
their leader. They want leaders to make individual considerations,
and they talk about leadership as a personal relationship. This aligns
with the relational approach to followership.’® Whereas the above-
mentioned leadership attempts from the pulpit were connected to
non-followership, the attentive and personal approach is associated
with good leadership. This suggests followership behavior is
motivated by the quality of the leader—follower relationship.
Similarly, the leadership themes of open and trustworthiness
suggest the informants are more likely to recognize their pastors
as leaders when the relationship is experienced as close. From a
leader’s perspective, this means the most effective way to claim
leadership is to show care and take responsibility.

The term open refers to the followers’ need to be involved and
informed. An open leader shares information both about what is
going on in the congregation and about his or her personal life.

36 Carroll, 20.

37 V. Kessler, “Leadership and Power,” Koers - Bulletin for Christian Scholarship
75(3) (2010): 543, https://doi.org/10.4102/koers.v75i3.95.

38 Uhl-Bien et al., 99.
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This last feature is connected to the theme of trustworthy. The
leaders create trust by sharing information about themselves,
enabling the followers to judge the authenticity of the leadership
and to connect with the leader on a personal level. This aligns with
Gardner et al., who argue that authentic leadership is fundamental
to authentic followership.*” In what they have labeled “positive
modeling,” Gardner et al. maintain that authentic leaders influence
the development of followers “through the modeling of positive
values, psychological states, behaviors, and self-development.”*
The church members are looking for role models expecting the
leaders not only to tell them what to do but also to show them how
to live.

Another purpose of this openness and trust is for the follower
to feel safe. Avolio and Reichard have applied the terms transparency
and #rust as key aspects of authentic followership.*' Transparency,
in a similar way as the identified leadership theme of openness,
relates to communication flow and self-disclosure. Transparency
is defined as a process “whereby one individual makes himself or
herself known to others by sharing thoughts, values, and feelings.”**
The benefit of transparency, explain Avolio and Reichard, is an
increased understanding of policies and decision-making. They also
view features leading to transparency as important to building trust.
Vulnerability is highlighted as a key to developing transparency and
trust. Although the informants did not use the word vulnerability,
they valued an openness that included self-disclosure. Moreover,
the informants’ quest for safety resembles Avolio and Reichard’s
term psychological safety, a feature that together with transparency
facilitates a secure pattern of attachment to the leaders.®

A follower’s secure pattern of attachment to organizations
and their leaders is, according to de Zilwa, a core component
of authentic followership.* Drawing on attachment theory, de

3 Gardner et al., 358.

4 Gardner et al., 358.

4 Avolio and Reichard, 334.
42 Avolio and Reichard, 335.
4 Avolio and Reichard, 336.
4 de Zilwa, 54.
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Zilwa argues that “leaders often function as attachment figures for
followers.”® Moreover, such a secure pattern of attachment develops
“when followers are confident, they develop trust that the leader
will provide a secure base for them, be available and responsive to
their needs.” De Zilwa’s description brings together the themes
associated with good leadership by the informants. A trustworthy,
open, and attentive leader enables authentic followership. I
interpret the similarities between the followers’ expectations of
congregational leaders and the focus on what the leaders can do for
their followers as a quest for congregational leadership to facilitate
authentic followership. The informants want to be authentic
followers. In a study on authentic followership and psychological
ownership, Dailey argues that self-identification emerges when the
person identifies with the object of ownership.#” Henson applies
this finding to the Christian context and maintains that “for the
Christian follower pursuing authenticity, the object of ownership
should remain the identification as a Christ-follower.”* Given
the informants” self-understanding as primary followers of Christ,
we may interpret the church members’ pursuit of authenticity as
aimed at authentic followership of Christ.

Conclusion

Research on the leadership process in the church has largely
focused on the pastors and people with leadership responsibility and
neglected to consider the follower perspective on followership and
the leadership process. Followers' understanding of followership
has further implications for the leaders of congregations as well.
First, the leaders are seen as the helpers of the followers. This may
have implications for how leaders approach the congregation
and how the church prepares new leaders for ministry. A basic
question centers on how one can lead when the congregation
primarily sees the leader as a helper. Second, the leader’s ability

% de Zilwa, 55.
4 de Zilwa, 55.
47 Roderick D. Dailey, “Authentic Followership and Psychological Ownership”
(Doctor of Philosophy in Organizational Leadership, Regent University, 2019).
4 Henson, 30.
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to lead and influence seems to be connected to their openness
and attentiveness. This suggests that leaders should invest in the
follower-leader relationship to lead effectively. Moreover, it is the
leaders’ responsibility to build an open and trusting relationship, by
letting church members see them as people and “not just” pastors
or leaders. Third, the followers report to be motivated primarily by
values but need some motivational assistance from the leader. This
suggests leaders should focus on and emphasize the core values of
the congregation in their interaction with their followers.

As such, the findings of this study could both help church
members who identify themselves as subordinate in relation to
a leader develop an understanding of their own behaviors and
experiences and help them initiate conversations concerning
followers” expectations of leadership and followership with pastors
and others with leadership responsibility. The basic expectations
of followers in congregations are participation, feedback, and
Jaithfulness. Expectations that could be described as low or modest,
in particular in comparison to the followers’ expectations of
leaders. The congregational leaders are expected to be artentive,
open, and trustworthy, helping the church members to be authentic
followers of Christ. These findings could be a starting point for
congregations to articulate and develop expectations for both
followers and leaders.
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THEOLOGICALLY ANALYZING SECULAR LEADERSHIP THEORY:
EVIDENCE OF PELAGIUS’S TEACHINGS IN THE SERVANT LEADERSHIP
OF ROBERT GREENLEAF

Jason B. PALMER

Abstract
Theological analysis of secular leadership theories is a critical
discipline for religious leaders. A growing number of Christian
scholars have questioned the orthodoxy of Robert Greenleaf’s
popular servant leadership model despite the theorys
preferential treatment in contemporary Christian thought.
Joining the list of critics, Jack Niewold and Stephen Kimotho
make the distinct claim that Greenleaf's servant leadership
theory demonstrates signs of Pelagian heresy. The present article
provides a theological analysis of Greenleaf's seminal writings
on servant leadership and offers evidentiary support for Niewold
and Kimotho’s claims. This analysis serves as a case study with
broader application in the practice of religious leadership:
an invitation to reflect theologically on existing leadership
theories and potentially contribute new theories to the field.

Introduction

Religious leaders face a decision point when examining secular
leadership theories. A given theory can be adopted as presented,
sifted to remove elements that are inconsistent with the reader’s
theology and accepted in some revised form, or rejected in favor
of a current or future leadership construct determined to be more
theologically sound. A failure to engage leadership theories with

Jason B. Palmer is dean of spiritual life and university chaplain ar University of
Mary Hardin-Baylor. He is an ordained Baptist minister, retired US Army chap-
lain, and doctoral senior resident at New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary
majoring in Christian leadership.
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theological consistency increases the risk of defaulting on critical
religious commitments. Regardless of the conclusions reached,
the practice of religious leaders evaluating leadership theories with
theological rigor is crucial to thoughtful application of published
models in personal and organizational contexts.

As an example, the broad, even enthusiastic, support enjoyed
by servant leadership theory within many modern Christian
circles magnifies the need for thorough theological reflection.! The
increased rate with which scholars representing other major world
religions have assimilated servant leadership theory into their

' Leighton Ford, Transforming Leadership: Jesus Way of Creating Vision,
Shaping Values, and Empowering Change (Downers Grove: Intervarsity, 1991)
139-159. James C. Hunter, 7he World’s Most Powerful Leadership Principle:
How to Become a Servant Leader (New York: Waterbrook Press, 2004) 1618,
214. John Borek, Danny Lovett, and Elmer Towns, 7he Good Book on Leader-
ship: Case Studies From the Bible (Nashville: B&H Publishers, 2005) 208-216.
Rick Langer, “Toward a Biblical Theology of Leadership,” in Organizational
Leadership: Foundations and Practices for Christians, eds. John S. Burns, John
R. Shoup, and Donald C. Simmons (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2014)
76-77, 86. John S. Burns, “Christian Leadership on the Sea of Complexity,” in
Burns, Shoup, and Simmons, 121-122, 139. Bernice M. Ledbetter, Robert J.
Banks, and David C. Greenhalgh, Reviewing Leadership: A Christian Evaluation
of Current Approaches, 2™ ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016) 13-14,
106-107, 109-110, 129-130. Alec Hill, Just Business: Christian Ethics for the
Marketplace, 3¢ ed. (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2018) 13, 199, 202. Jus-
tin A. Irving and Mark L. Strauss, Leadership in Christian Perspective: Biblical
Foundations and Contemporary Practices for Servant Leaders (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2019) 4, 6, 10, 22, 55, 62, 78, 89-90, 105-106, 110-111,
121-123, 125, 159, 163-165, 170-172, 174-177, 187. Bobby Patterson,
Biblical Foundation for Leadership (Meadville, PA: Christian Faith Publishing,
2019) 22-25. Don Vinson and Andrew Parker, “Christian Sports Coaches and
Servant Leadership,” International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching 16(2)
(2021): 304-305.
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writings suggests the concern expands beyond Christianity.” The
pairing of servant leadership and Christianity appears particularly
intuitive. The Bible calls Jesus a servant and records him endorsing
a life of service. Jesus’ call to servanthood could be rightly described
as boldly countercultural. For these and other reasons, the way of
Jesus and the servant leadership theory popularized by Robert
K. Greenleaf in the 1970s are commonly conflated.® While the
vocabulary and general framework of Greenleaf’s theory reflect
traces of Christian thought, a careful examination of his seminal
writings uncovers an untethered relationship between his servant
leadership theory and what Arland J. Hultgren and others describe
as “normative” Christianity.* If servant leadership theory lacks
compatibility with core elements of Christian theology, then to
what extent can Christian leaders incorporate Greenleaf’s servant
leadership model into their practice without making an inordinate
compromise? Such an exercise of criticism stands to refine Christian
theory and practice while inviting religious scholars and leaders

* Gary E. Roberts, “Servant Leadership Across Cultures” in 7he Palgrave Hand-
book of Workplace Spirituality and Fulfillment, eds. Satinder Dhiman, Gary

E. Roberts, and Johanna Elizabeth Crossman (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2018) 271-299. Farhana Zaman, Junaidah Hashim, and Aahad
M. Osman-Gani, “Servant Leadership towards Career Success: An Islam-

ic Approach,” Gading Journal for the Social Sciences 1(2) (2016): 1-7. Sami
Jabarkhail, “Servant Leadership in the Context of Mosque: A Qualitative Case
Study of Muslim Women’s Perspectives,” Administrative Sciences 10(3) (2020):
72. Lior Hameiri, “Executive-Level Volunteers in Jewish Communal Organizations:
Their Trust in Executive Professionals as Mediating the Relationship Between Their
Motivation to Volunteer and Their Pursuit of Servant Leadership,” Voluntas: Interna-
tional Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 30(1) (2019): 193-207.
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A Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power and Greatness (New York: Paulist
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ity: Montanism as a Case Study” in Orthodoxy and Heresy in Early Christian
Contexts: Reconsidering the Bauer Thesis, ed. Paul A. Hartog (Eugene, OR:
Pickwick Publications, 2015) 115, 117, 118, 140 and Alister McGrath, Heresy:
A History of Defending the Truth (New York: HarperOne, 2009) 48.
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from other religions to accept similar responsibility for theological
analysis of leadership theory within their respective traditions.

The term “orthodoxy” was first used in the fourth century by
church fathers such as Eusebius of Caesarea, Athanasius, Basil
the Great, and Epiphanius of Salamis to identify true Christian
doctrine—that which Jude 3 described as “the faith that was
delivered to the saints once for all.”> Lampe defines orthodoxia
(6pBodoia) as “right opinion” or “sound doctrine.”® The process
for determining orthodoxy admittedly yielded some growing
pains during the arc of early church history. In rejecting Walter
Bauer’s characterization of this process, Alister McGrath uses
the metaphor of crystallization to describe the process by which
Christian orthodoxy became recognized.” A growing number of
scholars have challenged the congruency of Christian orthodoxy
and Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory by drawing attention to
the degree to which many Christian individuals and institutions
uncritically accept the supposed concomitant ideas without
adequate qualification, urging for either the theory’s revision or
replacement with a uniquely Christian leadership ethos.®

> Christian Standard Bible.

¢ Geoftrey William Hugo Lampe, ed., A Patristic Greek Lexicon (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1961) 971. The “right opinion” definition is also supported
in Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, 9™ ed.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) 1248.

7 Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1971; reprint, Mifflintown, PA: Sigler Press, 1996). McGrath,
58,79, 80.

8 Jack W. Niewold, “Incarnational Leadership: Towards a Distinctly Christian
Theory of Leadership,” Ph.D. diss., Regent University, 2006. Jack W. Niewold,
“Beyond Servant Leadership,” Journal of Biblical Perspectives in Leadership

1(2) (2007): 118-134. Audrey V. Shirin, “Is Servant Leadership Inherently
Christian?,” Journal of Religion and Business Ethics 3(13) (2014): 23-25. Joe
Bucci and Paul W. Lewis, “The Case for Inclusion of Redemptive Managerial
Dimensions in Servant Leadership Theory,” Journal of Biblical Integration of
Business 19(1) (2016): 10-25. Andrew T. Babyak, “Toward a Theory of Biblical
Leadership,” Journal of Biblical Integration of Business 21(1) (2018): 55-66.
Larry G. Locke, “The Clay Feet of Servant Leadership,” Journal of Biblical
Integration of Business 22(1) (2019): 34—42. Stephen G. Kimotho, “Is Servant
Leadership a ‘Christian Theory?” A Critical Examination of Greenleaf’s Servant
Leadership Concept,” International Journal of Research in Humanities and Social
Studies 6(3) (2019): 71-78.
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In their critique of servant leadership theory, Jack W. Niewold
and Stephen G. Kimotho go further than other critics of servant
leadership by levying one particularly noteworthy charge: that
servant leadership theory exhibits signs of Pelagian theology.” The
writers’ choice to employ the Pelagian label implies an epithet of
“heresy” which McGrath defines as “a form of Christian belief
that, more by accident than design, ultimately ends up subverting,
destabilizing, or even destroying the core of Christian faith.”'
Neither Niewold nor Kimotho advance beyond their general
assertions to offer evidence supporting the alleged association
between Pelagius’s teachings and Greenleaf’s theory. A literature
review did not uncover any scholars who have tested the claim of
Pelagian parallels. The present research is a qualitative study that
seeks to address this evidentiary gap in the literature and contribute
to the field by answering this: How are elements of Pelagius’s
teachings observable in Robert Greenleaf’s servant leadership
theory as presented in Servant Leadership: A Journey into the Nature
of Legitimate Power and Greatness: Exploring the intersection
of Pelagiuss and Greenleaf’s ideas will serve as a case study
highlighting the need for more generalized inquiry. Specifically,
the findings will illustrate the serious import of religious leaders
testing secular leadership theories via theological analysis to bolster
integrity within their respective tradition.

? Niewold, “Incarnational Leadership,” 259. Niewold, “Beyond Servant Lead-
ership,” 126. Kimotho, 76. Pelagianism is a rhetorically constructed idea con-
sisting of amalgamated doctrinal positions attributed to one or more of a group
of ancient thinkers including, but not limited to, Pelagius, Rufinus, Celestius,
and Julian of Eclanum. See Ali Bonner, 7he Myth of Pelagianism (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2018) xiv; McGrath, 161, 162; B. R. Rees, Pelagius: A
Reluctant Heretic (Wolfeboro, NH: Boydell & Brewer, Inc., 1988) 10-11; and
Gerald Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition: Augustine, Pela-
gianism, and Early Christian Northumbria (Brookfield, VT: Ashgate Publish-
ing Company, 1996) 111-355, 111-357, VI-33, VI-34, V-237, V-238, VI-35,
VI-39. Given no generally accepted definition, the term Pelagianism serves as

a distraction to locating the actual views of Pelagius and is largely avoided in
the present research. The term Pelagian is intended to connote those views that
scholarly consensus has ascribed directly to Pelagius through observation in his
own writings.

10 McGrath, 11-12.
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The researcher’s methodology consists of historical-critical
analysis of selected primary texts attributed to Pelagius and
Greenleaf as well as a review of related secondary sources to
determine whether the quintessential components of Pelagius’s
teaching are present in Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory,
thereby rendering merit to Niewold and Kimotho’s accusations.
Due to the diversity of academic opinions regarding which primary
sources can conclusively be attributed to Pelagian authorship, this
study delimits the number of works used to collect a representative
sample of Pelagius’s principal doctrinal positions to just two,
because they enjoy the most scholarly consensus regarding Pelagian
composition: Letter to Demetrias and De Natura."' The former
is available in complete form, and Augustine’s works preserve
fragments of the latter. The researcher assumes Augustine’s harsh
treatment of Pelagius’s arguments and unfavorable assumptions
about Pelagius’s motives have not detrimentally impacted the
accuracy of Augustine’s quotations of Pelagius’s writings including
some works, like De Natura, which are no longer extant in their
original arrangement.

Pelagius and His Teachings

Pelagius was not a trained theologian, but rather an enigmatic
British moral reformer and ascetic activist who lived in Rome
from the early AD 380s until 410." While in Rome, he moved
in high societal circles where he served as “a scriptural advisor to
Christians” and socialized his countercultural ideas.” Like other
ascetics of his era, Pelagius responded to a degraded moral landscape
and indulgent attitudes by calling for “simple and virtuous living”

" Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism, xvii—xviii, 229-239. Bonner, Church and
Fuaith in the Patristic Tradition, 111-352.

12 Rees, Pelagius, 3. Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, 111-
350. McGrath, 162. Peter Brown, Through the Eye of a Needle: Wealth, the Fall
of Rome, and the Making of Christianity in the West, 350-550 AD (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2012) 302. Bonner, 7he Myth of Pelagianism, x,
footnote 1.

3 Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism, x. Brown, 287.
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through the practice of intentional habit.* His teachings on moral
behavior were interwoven with his fierce rejection of Arjanism and
Manichaeism, a campaign that saw Pelagius strive to defend the
full deity and humanity of Jesus.” His counterarguments to these
heresies included a clever appropriation of Augustine’s case against
the Manichees, in which Augustine argues for humanity’s moral
responsibility. In the deft hands of Pelagius, Augustine’s teaching
led to an emphasis on individual free will."® Pelagius went on to
make statements about human nature and free will which awoke
Augustine to a perceived threat to his understanding of divine
grace."’

The rise of the ensuing Pelagian Controversy can be linked to
Letter to Demetrias which Pelagius wrote in 413 to the daughter
of Anicia Faltonia Proba, a prominent noblewoman.'” In that
letter, Pelagius showed contempt for Augustine’s statement “give
what you command, and command what you will” because, as
McGrath notes, the petition “seemed to strike at the heart of his
reforming program, denying the human right and obligation to
seek perfection.”” As geopolitical events resulted in a migration
of aristocrats from Rome to Carthage and the spread of the views
Pelagius espoused, Augustine mounted a determined attack against
the self-reliance upon which he perceived Pelagius’s teachings to be

founded.?®

' Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism, xi, 29-196. Rees, Pelagius, 3. Brown,
308, 309. McGrath, 191, 192. Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 3 ed.
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2013) 575.

5 Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, 111-353, 111-355, VI-34.
' Rees, Pelagius, 15.

7 Rees, Pelagius, 3. Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, VII-35.
8 Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, V1-39. Brown, 361.

¥ Augustine, Confessions 10:29, in Saint Augustine: Confessions translated by
Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991) 202. McGrath, 162.
* Augustine, De Natura et Gratia, in A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, vol. 5, Saint Augustin: Anti-Pelagian
Writings; ed. Philip Schaff; trans.s Peter Holmes, Robert Ernest Wallis, and
Benjamin B. Warfield (1886. Reprint, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988) 122.
Brown, 288, 301. Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, VI-41.
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A key element of Augustine’s refutation was his response to
Pelagius’s De Natura with Augustine’s own De Natura et Gratia in
415—the same year Pelagius would be charged with heresy, tried,
and acquitted by ecclesiastical councils in Palestine on two separate
occasions.” Pelagius’s teachings would ultimately be put on trial
a third time, and Pope Zosimus—under pressure from African
religious leaders—condemned them as heretical in 418.%

Scholars have frequently mentioned the unfair treatment
that Pelagius received during his lifetime and since his death.”
Augustine appears mostly responsible for combining the views of
Pelagius with those of several others into a strawman of fourteen
amalgamated propositions pejoratively branded as Pelagianism for
thetorical purposes.” Augustine’s characterization of Pelagius’s
doctrine and the subsequent condemnation set conditions for
Pelagius becoming “one of the most maligned figures in the
history of Christianity.”” Robert E. Evans underscores the point by
arguing, “It has been the common sport of the theologian and the
historian of theology to set him up as the symbolic bad man and
to heap upon him accusations which often tell us more about the
perspective of the accuser than about Pelagius.”*

While Pelagius did not embrace all the theological positions
traditionally ascribed to his name, and while some of the ideas
he did hold were not original to him, Pelagius did advocate some
discernible theological points, which Pope Zosimus judged to
be heretical.”” Some researchers have attempted to rehabilitate
Pelagius’s reputation by arguing for a reappraisal of his case or
an expansion of the basis for his papal condemnation to include

2! Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, V1-44, VII-34, VII-
36-37. Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism, x. Brown, 370-371.

22 Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism, x. Brown, 373.

2 Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, VI1-27.

2 McGrath, 161, 162. Bonner, 7he Myth of Pelagianism, xiii, xiv, 2. Rees, Pela-
gius, 10-11.

» Robert E Evans, Pelagius: Inquires and Reappraisals (New York: Seabury
Press, 1968) 66, cited in McGrath, 160.

26 Evans, 66, cited in McGrath, 160-161.

¥ McGrath, 162. Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, 111-355,
11-357, VII-30. Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism, 29-196.
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nontheological factors.”® Even though such endeavors inject some
intriguing hypotheses, the historical record affirms that Pelagius
was indicted for two key theological convictions—the inherent
goodness of human nature and the effectiveness of human free
will—and subsequently denounced by the foremost religious
authority figure in Christendom.” The historical treatment of
Pelagius’s dogma does not blunt the ability to distinguish Pelagius’s
two most widely accepted doctrinal convictions. Understanding
the essence of these stances is critical to locating servant leadership
theory within the context of Christian leadership.

The Goodness of Human Nature

In opposition to pessimistic and deterministic Manichaean
doctrine, Pelagius rejected fatalism and maintained that there was
neither an inherent darkness to be found specifically in human
nature nor generally in the universe.*® In denying original sin,
Pelagius’s belief in human nature could be described this way: “There
is no natural inclination toward sin at the beginning of life; any
later inclination in that direction comes only through the building
up of bad habits.”! His support for the original and potentially,
but not necessarily, perpetual, goodness of human nature begins
to take shape in Letter to Demetrias when he writes: “Whenever 1

8 Burkhard Steinberg, “Rehabilitating Pelagius: Another Look at Original Sin”
Theology 108(841) (2005): 14. John H. Beck, “The Pelagian Controversy: An
Economic Analysis,” The American Journal of Economics and Sociology 66(4)
(2007): 693-694.

¥ Augustine, De Natura et Gratia, in Schaff, 122-124, 130, 138, 141. Theo-
dore De Bruyn, Pelagiuss Commentary on St Paul’s Epistle to the Romans: Trans-
lated with Introduction and Notes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993) 23. Bonner,
The Myth of Pelagianism, 13, 21, 25, 27. Brown, 304, 305, 311, 361. Bonner,
Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, 111-357-358, IV-558, VI-35, VI-45,
VII-34. McGrath, 167, 169.

30 James W. Roberts, “An Assessment of the Changes in the Early Church as
seen in the Condemnations of the Heretics Arius and Pelagius,” Ph.D. diss.,
New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, 2009, 136. Brown, 305.

31 Erickson, 576.
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have to speak on the subject of moral instruction and the conduct
of a holy life, it is my practice first to demonstrate the power
and quality of human nature and to show what it is capable of
achieving.”# Pelagius exhorted his readers to “measure the good of
human nature by reference to its Creator,” contending that if God
“has made all the works of and within the world good, exceeding
good, how much more excellent do you suppose he has made man
himself, on whose account he has clearly made everything else?”*
Pelagius could not accept the notion of original sin because to do
so was to impugn God’s goodness as creator.’ Instead, he believed
God had already graciously bestowed sufficient goodness on each
person to cause “spiritual riches” to originate from within the
individual rather than from external sources.”

Pelagius deplored “shameless” believers who used the idea of
original sin as an excuse for their sinful acts, saying that “those
who are unwilling to correct their own way of life appear to want
to correct nature itself instead.”* As Gerald Bonner points out,
“Pelagius recognized the natural goodness of human nature as part
of divine creation, but his anti-Manichaean outlook prevented him
from developing the other term of his dialectic: the extent of the
corruption brought about in human nature by the Fall.”?” Pelagius’s
stance differed from that of Augustine who believed human nature
had been created without sin but was marred by the Fall such that,

32 Pelagius, Letter to Demetrias 2.1, translated in The Letters of Pelagius and his
Followers by B. R. Rees (Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, Inc., 1991) 36.

3 Pelagius, Letter to Demetrias 2.2, translated in The Letters of Pelagius and his
Followers by Rees, 37.

34 Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, V1-34. McGrath, 162,
164.

% DPelagius, Letter to Demetrias 11.1, translated in The Letters of Pelagius and his
Followers by Rees, 48.

3 Pelagius, Letter to Demetrias 3.3, translated in The Letters of Pelagius and his
Followers by Rees, 39.

37 Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition, 111-357-358.
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since sin entered the world, each person had a natural proclivity
to sin.”® Pelagius’s position was predicated on a fundamental
redefinition of divine grace—one that bestowed capability.*’

Effective Free Will

A second key component of Pelagius’s teaching is his
understanding that God, in his grace, endowed each person with
“an innate capacity to choose between good and evil according
to the prompting of his conscience.” Wayne Grudem asserts
Pelagius was convinced that “God holds man responsible only
for those things that man is ble to do. Since God warns us to
do good, therefore, we must have the ability to do the good that
God commands.”*! Pelagius argued for this position by suggesting
God gave humankind “the gift of doing good of his own free will
and the capacity to exercise free choice, by implanting in man
the possibility of choosing either alternative” which resulted in a
person having the “peculiar right to be what he wanted to be.”*

3 McGrath, 165, 167. Adam Harwood, Christian Theology: Biblical, Historical,
and Systematic (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Academic, 2022) 365. Regarding
the intersection of the doctrine of original sin and the claims of evolutionary
anthropology, the researcher affirms Article XII of The Chicago Statement on
Biblical Inerrancy which rejects assertions that certain “scientific hypotheses
about earth history may properly be used to overturn the teaching of Scripture
on creation.” See “Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy,” International
Council on Biblical Inerrancy, October 28, 1978, https://www.etsjets.org/files/
documents/Chicago_Statement.pdf/. See also Darrel R. Falk, Coming ro Peace
with Science: Bridging the Worlds Between Faith and Biology (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 2004) 45-49 and Norman R. Gulley, Systematic Theology:
Creation, Christ, Salvation (Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press,
2012) 142-145.

% McGrath, 167-169. Bonner, Church and Faith in the Patristic Tradition,
I11-353. Stephen J. Dufly, 7he Dynamics of Grace: Perspectives in Theological An-
thropology (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1993) 89. Augustine, De Natura
et Gratia, in Schaff, 141.

0 Rees, The Letters of Pelagius and his Followers, 7. Bonner, Church and Faith

in the Patristic Tradition, V1-42, V1I-34. Augustine, De Natura et Gratia, in
Schaff, 138.

1 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine, 2
ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2020) 628. Italics original.

2 Pelagius, Letter to Demetrias 3.2, translated in The Letters of Pelagius and bis
Followers by Rees, 38.
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For Pelagius, humans are therefore morally autonomous with an
innate “God-given capacity for perfection” which was actualized
through keen moral attentiveness.”’ By removing the impediments
of internal human nature and external universal forces, Pelagius
imagined humans completely responsible for their choices and in
control of their self-improvement and personal holiness without the
need of more divine aid than they had already received.* Pelagius’s
idea of justice was intimately linked to unfettered human capacity
for perfection by “transforming ourselves into what we would have
ourselves be” even to the theoretical extent of living sinlessly.*
Pelagius advocated for the power of habit, a practice he considered
external to human will that assisted in breaking unhealthy behavior
patterns and helped channel “the absolute freedom of the will” to
good or bad results over time.*

In contrast, Augustine affirmed natural human freedom but
acknowledged limits to that freedom.” McGrath summarizes
Augustine’s assertion that “human free will has been weakened
and incapacitated—but not eliminated or destroyed—through sin.
In order for that free will to be restored and healed, it requires
the operation of divine grace.”® Augustine’s argument that
humans cannot will without God’s aid is recognizable in Exposito
in Epistulam ad Romanos: “We cannot will if are not called, and
when, after the call, we have willed, our will and our course do
not suffice, if God does not give strength to the runners and lead
whither He calls. It is clear, therefore, that it is not of him who wills
or of him who runs but of God showing mercy (Rom. 9:16) that we

do mercy.”® For Augustine, original sin is connected to prevenient

# McGrath, 191, 192. Brown, 306-307, 311. De Bruyn, 24.

4 Brown, 305. McGrath, 161, 163, 166—167. Bonner, Church and Faith in the
Patristic Tradition, X-47.

® De Bruyn, 23. McGrath, 170. Augustine, De Natura et Gratia, in Schaff,
123-124.

4 Brown, 308, 309.

¥ Augustine, De Natura et Gratia, in Schaff, 130.

4 McGrath, 165, 166.

¥ Augustine, Exposito in Epistulam ad Romanos 54 (62), in Church and Faith
in the Patristic Tradition translated by Gerald Bonner, VII-37. Italics original to
Bonner.

Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 23, No. 1, Spring 2024



PALMER 91

grace and predestination without remainder. There is no room left
for virtuous human action apart from God’s grace.”

The tension between the views of Pelagius and Augustine
regarding the source of human virtue leads Ali Bonner to lament
the shift from discourse to a binary proposition with only two
viable options: free will or divine grace.’' Such a construct presents
theological challenges; however, the friction serves as a prospective
catalyst for important reflection. To this end, the reality that
Pelagius’s sincerely held convictions were oversimplified and swept
up into a rhetorically constructed strawman does not alter the
broadly normalized position within Western Christianity that all
humans are born in original sin, and unregenerate individuals lack
the capacity for sustained altruistic conduct devoid of underlying
improper motives apart from transformative grace.’> Understanding
the essential features of Pelagius’s doctrine serves as a foundation
from which the researcher can theologically interrogate Greenleaf’s
servant leadership theory to determine his embedded views on
human nature and free will.

Servant Leadership Theory

Greenleaf (1904-1990) was not a trained theologian but an
American “student of organization” who worked for AT&T for
thirty-eight years before retiring in 1964 after which he was a

% Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism, 16. Augustine, De Natura et Gratia, in
Schaff, 124. The researcher affirms the Baptist Faith and Message which, in Ar-
ticle I1I, ties the efficacy of human free will to grace this way: “In the beginning
man was innocent of sin and was endowed by his Creator with freedom of
choice. By his free choice man sinned against God and brought sin into the hu-
man race. Through the temptation of Satan man transgressed the command of
God, and fell from his original innocence whereby his posterity inherit a nature
and an environment inclined toward sin. Therefore, as soon as they are capable
of moral action, they become transgressors and are under condemnation. Only
the grace of God can bring man into His holy fellowship and enable man to
fulfill the creative purpose of God.” See “Baptist Faith and Message 2000,”
Southern Baptist Convention, accessed August 13, 2023, https://bfm.sbc.net/
bfm2000/.

! Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism, 26, 27.

52 Michael Lawson, The Professor’s Puzzle: Teaching in Christian Academics
(Nashville: B&H Academic, 2015) 26, 27. Hunter, 213. Erickson, 572.
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consultant for another twelve years.”® Greenleaf could be considered
a pragmatist and an idealist who bemoaned the normalization of
higher education forabroad portion of society and preferred wisdom
gained through personal experience in lieu of scholarship.”* Born in
Indiana, he earned an undergraduate degree in mathematics from
Carleton College in Minnesota in 1926, where he was influenced
by Professor Oscar Helming, who called for those with the ability
and desire to lead large institutions to “better performance for the
public good.” Greenleaf set out to quietly influence and reform
AT&T from the inside.*®

Greenleaf wrote his seminal essay, “The Servant as Leader,” in
1969 in response to a perceived lack of hope among students.”” The
nonprofit organization he founded in 1964 first published the essay
in 1970, and then Paulist Press republished it in 1976 along with
some additional essays under the title Servant Leadership.>® Beyond
the content of these essays, the titles alone attest that Greenleaf’s
audience was more wide-ranging than the secular community and
the business sector. Greenleaf coined the term servant-leader in
these works and asserted the key to a leader’s greatness is being
a servant first.”” His servant leadership theory aimed to produce
people who, through the process of being served, “become
healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to

%% Greenleaf, 2, 3, 80, 81, 189, 218, 225. “Robert K. Greenleaf: A Short Bi-
ography,” Robert K. Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership, accessed August
13, 2023, https://www.greenleaf.org/about-us-3/robert-k-greenleaf-biography/.
>4 Greenleaf, 1, 3, 49, 74, 170, 189.

% Greenleaf, 2, 5. “Robert K. Greenleaf: A Short Biography.”

°¢ Greenleaf, 2, 5. “Robert K. Greenleaf: A Short Biography.”

°7 Greenleaf, 3. “Robert K. Greenleaf: A Short Biography.”

%% “Our History,” Robert K. Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership, accessed
August 13, 2023, https://www.greenleaf.org/about-us/. “Robert K. Green-
leaf: A Short Biography.” The other essays published along with “The Servant
as Leader” in 1976 are “The Institution as Servant,” “Trustees as Servants,”
“Servant Leadership in Business,” “Servant Leadership in Education,” “Servant
Leadership in Foundations,” “Servant Leadership in Churches,” “Servant Lead-
ers,” “Servant Responsibility in a Bureaucratic Society,” “America and World
Leadership,” and “An Inward Journey.”

% Greenleaf, 7.
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become servants” while ensuring that the least privileged in society
benefit or, at least, are not further deprived.®® Greenleaf sought to
encourage servants having leadership potential to actually lead and
only follow servant-leaders in an effort to build a “good society” by
means of caring for others.”!

Servant leadership theory has been often assumed to be
inherently Christian. Greenleaf became a Quaker in midlife, and,
while his work was “informed by the Judeo-Christian ethic,” he
designed servant leadership principles for wide application across
diverse faiths and types of institutions.®* He appealed to Hermann
Hesse’s 1956 novel, 7he Journey to the East, along with spirituality
in a general sense, by sprinkling biblical material sporadically
alongside appeals to other religious worldviews including Judaism,
Confucianism, and Buddhism.®® Peter G. Northouse describes
Greenleaf’s model as a “moral leadership approach” that “makes
altruism the central component.”® Upon closer inspection,
Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory was not founded on or fixed
to Christian doctrine in any meaningful way.®® Greenleaf does not
base his understanding of servanthood on the person and work of
Jesus.® In fact, servant leadership theory seems grounded more in
an aflinity for the leadership of George Fox, Quaker polity and

leadership structure, and overall Puritan engagement philosophy

8 Greenleaf, 13—14. Peter G. Northouse, Leadership: Theory and Practice, 9"
ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2022) 254.

6! Greenleaf, 10, 46, 49, 243. Greenleaf’s taxonomy regularly employs the
terms servant-leader and servant with the latter being a prerequisite for the
former.

62 “Robert K. Greenleaf: A Short Biography.”

% Greenleaf, 7-8, 9, 28, 36, 43, 44, 47, 48, 80, 84, 103, 133, 142, 167, 173,
220, 222, 223, 240, 247, 323-325. Locke, 36.

¢ Northouse, 253, 267, 283. See also Bernard M. Bass, The Bass Handbook of
Leadership: Theory, Research & Managerial Applications, 4" ed. (New York: Free
Press, 2008) 227.

¢ Marty McMahone, “A Solid Foundation for Servant Leadership,” Journal
of Biblical Integration of Business 26(1) (2023): 60. Niewold, “Beyond Servant
Leadership,” 120, 126. Locke, 40. Kimotho, 76.

% Greenleaf, 10, 46, 49, 243.
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than in the vibrant theology that Fox, Quakers, Puritans, and other
Christians have historically embraced.®

Interestingly, Greenleaf could have opted to remain outside the
theological domain where ultimate matters are addressed. Had his
essays not frequently weighed into theological spaces, critique of
his theological substance likely would not be warranted; however,
he did engage in theologically significant discourse even if often
in an indirect manner. In so doing, he opened his arguments to
theological critique.

Niewold characterized Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory as
“Pelagian in spirit"—a descriptor Niewold defined with references
to the inherent goodness of mankind and a heightened “human
efficacy in matters of faith and practice.”®® In developing the claim
of servant leadership’s Pelagian distinctives, Niewold critiqued
the theory’s overreliance on the inward-directed “mental and
spiritual process of the leader” whereby choosing “servanthood
over alternative pursuits” rather than “the transforming power of
Jesus Christ” proves to be the mechanism for producing “outward
change” and “human fulfillment.”® Kimotho joined Niewold in
this accusation but, in so doing, inaccurately assumed the notion
of “Pelagianism” and the teachings of Pelagius to be coterminous.”
The lack of any known published work evaluating the evidence
to assess whether the two key elements of Pelagius’s teaching are
observable in Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory constitutes a
gap to which the following analysis responds.

7 Greenleaf, 2, 17, 29, 55, 61, 65, 72, 78, 81, 143-144, 220, 221, 222, 223,
224,225, 226, 227, 229, 230, 231, 248. Greenleaf’s polity and organization-
al structure preferences call for the installment of a primus inter pares (first
among equals) in the places commonly occupied by chief executive officers. He
idealizes replacing hierarchical leadership structures with councils made up by
people committed to an engagement philosophy that embraces silence; listens
first; and seeks to persuade gently, clearly, and persistently. These practices may
have merit, but their value is diminished when disassociated from their theo-
logical foundations.

% Niewold, “Incarnational Leadership,” 256, 259, 349.

¢ Niewold, “Beyond Servant Leadership,” 126.

70 Kimotho, 76.
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Findings on the Goodness of Human Nature

Greenleaf conceptualized human nature as an “enigma” with a
spectrum of infinite varieties.”! On one extreme, he acknowledged
the existence of “evil” people, but did not clarify whether his label
was assigned based on an individual’s ontological state or praxis.”?
He further identified a population of “typical” people: those who
present as “immature, stumbling, inept, lazy” and imperfect.”?
Those in this #ypical category are described in a manner reminiscent
of Douglas McGregor’s Theory X that defaults to a negative
presumption of human motivation and performance.”* The
characteristics of Greenleat’s evil people and #ypical people suggest
that he considered humankind and the world to be in some type of
fallen state without ever directly attributing the brokenness to the
fall of humanity described in Gen. 3.7 While the characteristics
of those in Greenleaf’s evil and #ypical groupings appear to lend
support for an Augustinian conception of human depravity, his
treatment of the majority of people undermine that conclusion.

In the main, Greenleaf rejected the idea that human nature

76 “Legions of persons of good will”

is “preponderantly negative.”
occupied the remaining portion of his spectrum.”” He further
defined those in this third category as “good” and “moral”
people, but did not connect their goodness or morality to any
specific narrative of spiritual transformation.”® In the context of
an intentionally ecumenical tone serving as a foundation for his
theory, Christian understandings of justification and regeneration
cannot be assumed for those Greenleaf deems good. For example,
his work quotes a rabbi who theorized “the greatest sin of man is to

forget that he is a prince—that he has royal power.””” This assertion

71 Greenleaf, 13, 21, 71.

72 Greenleaf, 52.

73 Greenleaf, 12, 21, 42, 63, 124, 240, 247.

7 Douglas McGregor, The Human Side of Enterprise (New York: McGraw-Hill
Book Company, Inc., 1960).

75 Greenleaf, 42, 149.

76 Greenleaf, 236.

77 Greenleaf, 5, 228.

78 Greenleaf, 45, 52, 53, 146.

79 Greenleaf, 133.
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is out of step with Matt. 12:31 which identifies the greatest, and
only unforgivable, sin as something entirely different: “blasphemy
against the Spirit.”®® Greenleaf’s regular use of such poetic language
connotes positive inferences about the condition of human nature,
autonomy, merited goodness, and corresponding capabilities.
Greenleaf’s ontological conviction that certain people are naturally
servants “deep down inside” lends support to the claim that his
concept of servanthood is disconnected from an individuals
soteriological condition.?’ The doctrine of original sin, a topic that
Greenleaf never addresses directly, stands in contradistinction to
the assertion that unregenerate individuals can be genuine servants
“by nature” in a sustained manner with servanthood accurately
representing their “real” inner person.®

Greenleaf’s suppositions about humanity’s general condition
display elements of consistency with Pelagius’s views regarding
the inherent goodness of human nature. Demonstrating greater
congruency on this point of Pelagius’s teaching is attenuated
somewhat by Greenleaf’s acknowledgment of some degree of
brokenness in the world. Nevertheless, Greenleaf appears to assume
the inherent goodness of many people without binding their
imputed state to salvific transformation. This conflicted position
yields mixed results, reflects Greenleaf’s ardent pragmatism, and
poses a first-order theological problem for many Christians.®

Findings on Effective Free Will

Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory is unapologetically
founded on an assumption that all individuals have the capacity
to choose.* He argues that human initiative—and, specifically,
“the thoughts, attitudes, and actions of individual beings”—is the
central driving force that propels “the forces for good and evil in

8 Christian Standard Bible.

81 Greenleaf, 7, 9, 13, 35, 45.

82 Greenleaf, 8, 227, 248.

8 R. Albert Mohler, Jr., “A Call for Theological Triage and Chris-

tian Maturity,” Albert Mohler, July 12, 2005, https://albertmohler.
com/2005/07/12/a-call-for-theological-triage-and-christian-maturity/.
8 Greenleaf, 9, 10, 11, 45.
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the world.”® He posits that “the choice to serve is a repetitive series
of choices, and the choice always remains freshly open.”®® This
brand of leadership—on an institutional or societal level—requires
“strong, specific, sharply aimed affirmative actions.” A servant-
leader’s success is a function of the extent to which they care,
and this sentiment commonly manifests as strength, healthiness,
autonomy, self-sufficiency, self-reliance, competence, decisiveness,
determination, organization, and “unrelenting effort.”® Servant-
leaders, as defined by Greenleaf, must have the “intrinsic motivation
to do better.”®

The comprehensiveness of choice outlined by Greenleaf extends
far beyond service to others.”® People also have the capability to
initiate other actions such as pursue becoming better listeners,
generate composure and confidence, and reach stated goals.”’ He
even argues that wholeness can be built from the foundation of
human imperfection “through adventurous creative achievement.”
Greenleaf’s idea of free will appears similar to his concept of love
in that limitlessness constitutes an “absolute condition,” and
any amount of qualification diminishes the realized outcome by
that same degree.”” His understanding of free will is not without
bounds, however. Greenleaf does identify some exceptions and
limits. He notes diversity in individual ability levels—presumably
their capacity for effective action—by juxtaposing those who are
“less able” and those who are “more able.””*

Greenleaf also acknowledges limited moral agency in cases
involving disenfranchisement and illness.” For example, he argues
that peoples’s choices can be curtailed, and he considers alcoholism

8 Greenleaf, 14, 15, 33, 55, 236-237.
86 Greenleaf, 14.

87 Greenleaf, 236.

8 Greenleaf, 64, 91, 92, 116, 129, 147.
8 Greenleaf, 131. Italics added.

% Greenleaf, 89, 246.

91 Greenleaf, 17, 28, 32, 70, 78, 229.
92 Greenleaf, 12.

% Greenleaf, 38.

% Greenleaf, 149, 248.

% Greenleaf, 35, 36.
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to be an illness rather than a choice. These exceptions introduce
a tension between Greenleaf’s overemphasized free will and his
concurrent admission of external factors that diminish the factors
that limit human agency.

Acknowledging the unresolved tensions and inconsistent
rthetoric, Greenleaf’s real enemies are those “strong, natural
servants, who have the potential to lead, but do not lead, or who
choose to follow a non-servant.” Such choices might have been
made freely, but he considers them indefensible. The likelihood of
these unwanted outcomes is mitigated through Greenleaf’s “theory
of prophecy,” whereby prophetic voices address contemporary
problems and point “to a better way” while hearers drive the result
through their initiative in the areas of “interest,” “level of seeking,”
and “striving” for perfection and excellence.””

Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory reflects substantial
consistency with Pelagius’s teaching on the effective free will of
mankind. In the same way that Pelagius ties human capability to
his redefined idea of divine grace, Greenleaf does not clarify the
source of his conviction on effective free will. Greenleaf follows
Pelagius’s rationale and suggests servant-leaders are determined
by their election to exercise their choice to serve. Like Pelagius,
Greenleaf works with an understanding of the doctrine of humanity
not accepted by many Christians.

Critical Reflection as a Spiritual Practice of Leadership
Historical-critical analysis of Pelagius’s and Greenleaf’s seminal
writings shows the two classic elements of Pelagius’s teaching in
Greenleaf’s servant leadership theory. Greenleaf’s work assumes
the general goodness of human nature in a large portion of the
population. Limited parallel evidence suggesting that Greenleaf
simultaneously affirmed the reality of a broken world is not linked to
the fall of humanity or doctrine of original sin. An overemphasis on
the effectiveness of human free will manifests plainly in Greenleaf’s
writings. While many redeeming qualities of Greenleaf’s servant

% Greenleaf, 45.
97 Greenleaf, 8, 9, 124, 134, 135.
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leadership theory exist, Christians have more than Greenleaf’s
theoretical construct to inspire them to servanthood, and few would
question that Pelagius and Greenleaf were both “unquestionably
well intentioned” in their approaches, the seminal works of both
men failed to prioritize the highest human need which McGrath
rightly identifies as “spiritual healing, not moral direction.””® The
present findings identify some areas that are lacking in Greenleaf’s
work, affirm the present researcher’s thesis, and provide substance
to the charges levied by Niewold and Kimotho.

How should religious leaders respond when a popular
leadership theory is analyzed theologically and found wanting?
Greenleaf’s model might not be the “gold standard” for Christians
seeking to understand Christ’s call to servanthood, but what next
steps are advisable other than looking past Greenleaf’s theoretical
contributions?”” The practical implications extend immediately to
the vocabulary and assumptions congregational leaders use when
providing instruction on servanthood during corporate worship
events, religious education programs, and discipleship efforts.
James K. Dew, Jr., for example, defines servanthood from a Christian
perspective as “the character that causes us to place others before
ourselves, helping where people have need, and finding joy in a life
focused on others,” made possible through spiritual regeneration.'®

Miscommunicating Jesus’ lessons on servanthood, the essence
of human nature, and the parameters of human free will by co-
opting Greenleaf’s terms without thoroughly “Christianizing”
them invites avoidable confusion to the Christian community
with implications for theology and practice.'®" Just as failure to
uncouple Pelagius’s two quintessential and condemned teachings
from Christian expressions of leadership risks carelessly welcoming
a theological Trojan horse into unsuspecting religious communities,

% John S. Burns, “The Leadership River,” in Burns, Shoup, and Simmons, 116.
McGrath, 169.

% Jeffrey Moore, “A Response to “The Clay Feet of Servant Leadership,” Jour-
nal of Biblical Integration of Business 22(1) (2019): 43.

10TJames K. Dew, Jr., Let This Mind Be in You (Brentwood, TN: B&H Publish-
ing Group, 2023) 1, 66.

0 Jeff Torg, Leading Major Change in Your Ministry (Nashville: Broadman &
Holman Publishing Group, 2018) 8.
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other secular leadership theories present no less of a threat and are
no less eligible for critique. If, as McMahone suggests, servant
leadership theory must only achieve principal vice distinctive
congruency with biblical teaching to qualify for acceptance, then
Christian authority figures do well to thoroughly contextualize
the associated theoretical principles.'” Likewise, non-Christian
religious communities also remain vulnerable to theologically-
disruptive ideas embedded in various leadership theories.

An effective response to perceived theoretical deficiencies also
calls scholars and leaders from all religious traditions to clarify limits
of their positions. One such Christian example that is germane to
the present research is defending Arminian thought from being
unjustly traced back to Pelagius’s teaching—a conclusion refuted by
scholars along the Arminian-Calvinism spectrum.'® Another limit
eligible for reclamation through careful theological reflection is the
virtue of genuine humility in Christian leadership. While myriad
pressures communicate an unrealistic expectation that religious
leaders know and be capable of doing everything, maturing spiritual
leadership acknowledges a state of deep personal need and rejects
arrogance through practices such as metanoia, confession, and
repentance. Biblical servanthood provides the spiritual practitioner
a vision and a mechanism for accomplishment.

Future research is needed to test Greenleaf’s servant leadership
theory against other historically heterodox positions to proffer
a more complete understanding regarding the theory’s udility.
For example, could Christian researchers make a case for the
observability of Donatist doctrine in Greenleaf’s servant leadership
theory? As Pelagius and others advocated for moral purity on an
individual level, Donatists linked the efficacy of the church on
an organizational level to “the moral and cultic purity of...the

102 McMahone, 60.

1% Robert A. Peterson and Michael D. Williams, Why I Am Not an Armin-
ian (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2004) 39-40. Timothy A. Stratton,
Human Freedom, Divine Knowledge, and Mere Molinism: A Biblical, Historical,
Theological, and Philosophical Analysis (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2020)
67-68.
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church at its ministers.”’ Is there an overlap between Donatist

thought for the church as an institution and Greenleaf’s insistence
on implementing servant leadership within institutions?'” Might
scholars from other religious traditions find cause for critique when
Greenleaf’s work is compared to their own conceptions of heretical
doctrine?

In addition, further research is needed from a diverse pool
of religious leadership scholars who formally test other secular
leadership theories with the lessons learned from historical heresies
in their respective traditions to determine whether theologically
deficient tenets are observable in the seminal writings upon
which each theory is built. For example, James MacGregor Burns
juxtaposed transactional leadership with transforming leadership
and described the latter as a metamorphosis-inducing form of
leadership that happens “when one or more persons engage with
others in a way that leaders and followers raise one another to
higher levels of motivation and morality.”'%

Burns seems to extol human capability while disconnecting
transformation and the normalization of moral ends from the
only source Christians contend is capable of enabling those
objectives: the Gospel. Would investigation by Christian scholars
find elements of Pelagian doctrine—or the teachings of other
early Christian heresiarchs—in Burns’s concept of leadership?
If so, is it helpful to acknowledge that “Burns was not writing
from a Christian perspective” and still link “the theoretical basis
for Christian leadership” to the influence of Burns’s ideas on the
basis that said theory is “permissible by biblical standards and
supportive of central biblical values?”'"” Such an appeal to general
revelation appears to labor under an illusion of sufficiency for some
practitioners of Christian leadership who would prefer to avoid the

104 McGrath, 158.

105 Greenleaf, 49, 55, 78, 88.

1% James MacGregor Burns, Leadership (New York, Harper & Row, 1978) 20.
'John S. Burns, “Conflict and Negotiation,” in Burns, Shoup, and Simmons,
178. John S. Burns, “Christian Leadership on the Sea of Complexity,” in
Burns, Shoup, and Simmons, 122. See also Langer, “Toward a Biblical Theolo-
gy of Leadership,” in Burns, Shoup, and Simmons, 67, 83.
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introduction of a type of “unauthorized fire” in the form of secular
theory into the metaphorical temple (Lev. 10:1).'% Is the test of
Christian leadership satisfied anytime a practitioner possesses a
“Christian worldview” even if the theological basis of the applied
theory is questionable?'” If a secular leadership theory must only
“capture the essence of the Christian worldview” by some definition
to establish candidacy as a Christian model of leadership, and
some suggest that Burns’s transforming leadership model meets
this burden of proof, then perhaps a critical theological analysis
is needed to evaluate the compatibility of theory and essence.''
The practice of this type of critical reflection becomes particularly
important as religious leaders guide followers in operationalizing
concepts and terms that graft together leadership theories of diverse
origins.

The suggested areas of theological analysis would contribute
to a fuller appreciation of the challenges involved when religious
leaders uncritically accept secular leadership theories. Such work
would aid religious leaders in reclaiming the primacy of their sacred
texts as the foundation for determining the true essence of shared
ideals regarding all interpersonal relationships including leadership
relationships. In each case, theological analysis of secular leadership
theories produces the same response options: acceptance, revision,
or replacement. For Christians, these reflective disciplines stand
to move the Christian leadership academe closer to realizing the
dream held by Niewold and others: a distinctly Christian theory
of leadership.'""

1% Christian Standard Bible.

19 Gayne J. Anacker and John R. Shoup, “Leadership in the Context of the
Christian Worldview,” in Burns, Shoup, and Simmons, 50, 51-52.

9L anger, “Toward a Biblical Theology of Leadership,” in Burns, Shoup, and
Simmons, 83. See also Steve Echols, “Transformational/Servant Leadership: A
Potential Synergism for an Inclusive Leadership,” journal of Religious Leadership
8(2) (2009): 85-116.

"' Niewold, “Incarnational Leadership,” 247, 281.
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BOOK REVIEW

THE VISUAL PREACHER: PROCLAIMING AN
EMBODIED WORD

By: STEVE THOMASON

Minneapolis: Minnesota, Fortress Press, 2022

114 pp. paperback

ISBN 978-1-5064-6473-2

The Visual Preacher is a short book liberally sprinkled with
illustrations. It is clear, concise, and practical. Thomason first
explains and then demonstrates various practices. He signposts
websites and tools to take things further. This booK’s brevity
belies its comprehensiveness. While it might take only a couple of
hours to read, it will require many months to master the practices
advocated.

Thomason studied art with a specialism in film and animation,
and then theology. In his working life, he has mixed the crafts of
artist and pastor. For the last thirty years art and ministry have
informed and enriched each other. The fruitfulness of this is evident
on www.cartoonistbible.com. This book aims to help others preach
visually.

In part one, Thomason lays a foundation for visual preaching.
He maintains that we live in a highly visual world where the majority
of people think visually. “Pictures and visual cues help connect
the dots for the vast majority of the people in our pews” (11).
He provides a brief survey of the visual in scripture, for example,
“the word became flesh” (John 1:14) and alludes to educational
research. He then demonstrates, using Ephesians 3:14-19 (in my
estimation not a visual passage), how to analyze a passage visually
and shows how this can help uncover its meaning. Throughout he
maintains that you do not need to be an artist to harness the visual.
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In part two, he explores the visual sermon. He begins by
arguing that everything is visual from the clothes a preacher wears
to the architecture of the worship space. Whether intended or
understood, all aspects of worship communicate a visual message.
Next, he discusses using two-dimensional images. While these can
be projected, they can also be printed in a bulletin or displayed
on an easel. Finally, he explores the use of video. He maintains
that “video is the primary medium through which the majority
of people assimilate information in the twenty-first century” (83).
Since the calling of the preacher is to bridge the gap between today’s
world and scripture, preachers need to be willing to enter the world
of video.

Throughout Thomason’s tone is enthusiastic and can-do. While
a skilled artist himself he doesn’t talk down or intimidate. He offers
clear, practical instruction that I found empowering. While I make
extensive use of images when I preach, I've lacked the courage to
draw and use simple figures. Instead, I spend hours searching for
the right picture that I am permitted to use (Thomason includes
a helpful guide to copyright). After reading 7he Visual Preacher 1
plucked up the courage and used my own crude sketches the next
Sunday.

The brevity of 7he Visual Preacher is its strength and its
weakness. There is another book that needs to sit alongside this
one. Thomason makes no mention of, let alone explores, the
limitations of using visual images in worship. One aspect of this is
the way that an image defines. If, for example, I say the word apple
the listener decides what sort of apple that is—if it is red or green,
large or small, perfect or imperfect. As soon as I show a picture of
an apple, I imply that this is the apple standard.

In the same way, when I mention Jesus I create an outline and
every listener must fill in the details for themselves. As soon as I
show a picture of Jesus, I imply that this is who Jesus is. The skin
color, the clothing, the body shape of my illustration define Jesus.
The multiple possibilities of what Jesus might look like and how
this might resonate with different listeners is compressed into the
single definition of Jesus expressed in my illustration.
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Despite this limitation, I am an enthusiastic advocate of using
visual images as a complementary track to the words I preach. [ am
convinced the benefits outweigh the limitations. However, without
some understanding of the limitations and some consideration of
how they can be mitigated their value will be reduced.

The Visual Preacher is part of The Working Preacher Series that
helps “preachers make the Bible come alive every time they preach”
(www.workingpreacher.org/books). Even if the editors decided that
this was not the place to explore the limitations of using images, to
have failed to acknowledge they exist, let alone signpost where they
could be explored is, I think, a serious omission. That said, I think
everyone who preaches or is learning to preach will benefit from
The Visual Preacher. Whether a preacher has extensive, limited, or
no experience using images in preaching, whether working in a
setting without a projector or the latest multimedia equipment,
their preaching will be richer for reading this short, practical book.

Neil Dougall
St Andrew Blackadder Church
North Berwick, Scotland
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THE THREE-DIMENSIONAL LEADER;:

A BIBLICAL, SPIRITUAL ¢ PRACTICAL GUIDE TO
CHRISTIAN LEADERSHIP

By: Rop DeEmpsey, DAVE EARLEY, AND ADAM McCLENDON
Bellingham, Washington: Kirkdale Press, 2023

224 pp. paperback

ISBN 978-1-6835-9737-7

For an object to be visible and tangible, it needs to have three
dimensions. Without it, the object, geometrically speaking, falls
flat. Authors Rod Dempsey, Dave Earley, and Adam McClendon
recognize that effective Christian leadership has three dimensions
as well. “Christian leadership should be biblically based, spiritually
powerful, and practically effective” (2). These three truths
represent what the authors define as the three dimensions of an
effective Christian leader, and without those three dimensions,
one’s leadership falls flat as well. Books on Christian leadership
often speak primarily to one of these three dimensions, but these
three authors wrote this book as a one-stop to help Christians
become aware of and develop these three necessary components
of healthy, Christian leadership. And, as professors and deans at
Liberty University, prolific authors, and founders and directors of
various Christian ministry organizations, these authors have ample
experience to do so.

Between its introduction and conclusion, the book is divided
into three sections that unpack each of these three dimensions,
dividing each section into four chapters pertaining to that
dimension. The first dimension discusses the need for Christian
leaders to develop and maintain biblical character. In a world where
the moral failures of leaders may be ignored or excused for the sake
of results, the authors state, “Your character matters to God, and
as a Christian leader, your leadership is a reflection of God’s work
in your life” (7). They explain how effective Christian leadership
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depends on such things as sexual integrity (24-26; 41-44), order
in the home (26-29), hospitality (35-41), relational equity with
those we lead (54), and persistent qualification for service (55-58).
Because “ungodly and godly leadership can look, on the surface,
identical,” the authors lead the reader to stop regularly to evaluate
oneself (15). This is one of the most helpful characteristics of the
book. Throughout the text, the reader’s eyes are drawn inward to
evaluate his or her leadership reality. Each chapter ends with four
questions, most of which require significant introspection and
prayer for full engagement.

Although the third section—the dimension of practical
methods—focuses on practical tools for effective Christian
leadership, the authors do not relegate all practical counsel to
that section. The book provides strategies, tips, and suggestions
throughout for applying the principles of all three dimensions.
For example, in the second section—the dimension of spiritual
power—not only do the authors affirm the necessary bedrock of
Bible reading and prayer for effective leadership, but they give
pages of practical tips and suggestions to implement it (Chapter
6). They offer a comparison chart to help readers evaluate whether
their leadership is self-centered or Spirit-filled (66). And their
checklist on evaluating whether a leader may be experiencing
spiritual warfare is simple and helpful (124-125). Because, as the
authors argue, “the key to effectiveness is learning to cooperate
with the Holy Spirit” (75), their counsel in these areas, as well as
their guide to hearing and following the Lord’s voice (72-79), helps
tremendously.

In the third section, the authors give helpful tools for pursuit of
a Christ-centered, disciple-making vision, but they do so primarily
“from the lens of a church or ministry” (153). In a sense, their
counsel in this section applies to all Christian leaders generally.
“The foundation of Christian leadership is to help people come to
know Christ, grow in Christ, and join Christ in his global mission”
(194). Therefore, all Christian leaders should be committed to
making disciples (Chapter 9), intentional, goal-oriented, small-
group ministry (Chapter 10), missional leader development
(Chapter 11), and leading in a team environment (Chapter 12)—
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especially as a part of the efforts of their local church. But one
of the most pivotal questions in today’s culture is how to be an
effective Christian leader in the marketplace. The book’s first two
sections apply strongly to Christian leaders in all arenas, and again,
no Christian leader can avoid the call of the Great Commission to
make and spread the gospel using practical tools like those laid out
in this third section. However, more about practical methods of
leading as a Christian in the workplace would have been welcome.

This is not to say that 7he Three-Dimensional Leader says little
to Christian leaders who lead outside of their church or Christian
organization. Far from it. This book is informative, challenging,
and diagnostic (e.g., see The Three-Dimensional Leader Assessment
at the back of the book for gauging the leader’s current health in
each of the dimensions) for Christian leaders in all arenas. I would
recommend it for any Christian leader or student of Christian
leadership who wishes to “follow the example of Jesus in regard to
character development, spiritual development, and the application
of practical leadership skills” (208). This book is a helpful resource

for developing a well-rounded, three-dimensional Christian leader.

Robert Knapp
Liberty University
Copperfield Church

Houston, Texas
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ADAPTIVE CHURCH: COLLABORATION AND
COMMUNITY INA CHANGING WORLD

By: DustiN D. BENAC

Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2022

328 pp. hardcover
ISBN 978-1-4813-1708-5

Adaptive Church offers “a theological paradigm for collaboration
and community in a changing world” (14). The book is based on
research conducted in the Pacific Northwest of the USA about a new
form of church organization called a “hub,” which is an adaptive
response to the realities of modern cultural dynamics in that area
of the world (although he sees application beyond it). He uses “an
interdisciplinary method that identifies the ecclesial ecology as the
primary site” where “Christian communities and leaders” engage in
adaptive change in response to the challenge of mission in today’s
reality. Benac’s research includes fifty-two interviews with people
engaged in this type of ministry and four years of empirical work.

At the time of his booK’s publication, Dustin Benac was a
visiting assistant professor of practical theology at the George W.
Truett Theological Seminary at Baylor University.

Besides the Introduction, the book is composed of eight chapters
divided into four sections. Part I (Organizational Environments)
describes the two hubs that are the focus of the research, the Office
of Church Engagement (OCE) and the Parish Collective (PC). Both
are closely related to the Presbyterian Church (USA). These hubs are
case studies for the new way of being church that Benac is presenting
as the future of Christianity. Part II (The Nexus of Collaborative
Work) describes the theoretical basis for adaptive and collaborative
communities that have developed to fit the church for ministry in
the twenty-first century. Benac builds on R. A. Heifetzs theory of
adaptive change but claims that his theory “provides an incomplete
account of the conditions that sustain adaptive change” (97).
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Part III (A Practical Theology for an Adaptive Church)
provides a theological basis for “reimaging” the church and the way
it is organized and structured. Benac uses Craig Dykstra’s work
on “Pastoral and Ecclesial Imagination” as a conceptual framework
for the “conditions that enable organizational and ecclesial
adaptation” (133). He also refers to Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s theology
that includes “priority of relations, belonging, and the nature of
possibility” (163). Benac posits that the Holy Spirit works through
not only leaders but all believers, helping them discern new ways
of being church that are less parochial and consist of networks of
community and collaboration that cross geographic, demographic,
and denominational lines. A Christian practical wisdom emerges
from this approach to ecclesial organization. This wisdom allows
the network or hub to better serve the needs of the community.
Part IV (A Theological Paradigm for a Changing World) clarifies
the type of leaders needed in this new paradigm and how to develop
such leaders. Leadership is more about being with the community
and learning from it than creating a vision for it. This section also
deals with the uncertainty that is inherent in this form of church
organization.

A key concept in Benac’s approach is that ministry must focus
on the local community rather than on the church. He argues for
a more incarnational approach to ecclesial organization, where the
needs of the people in the community are paramount, and the
church becomes a part of that community in collaboration to meet
those needs. The focus shifts from the church as a separate institution
to its integration at the local level with the community it is called
to serve. By networking with similar Christian communities, the
hub can share knowledge and resources for the benefit of all.

Benac admits there are some issues with his approach to church
ecclesiology. One could interpret this paradigm as a very human-
oriented approach to ministry. There is great focus on the local
community and its needs and desires as opposed to the biblical call
to preach the gospel even to those who are not attracted to it. But
Benac does mention several times the need for the church to be in
tune with what the Holy Spirit is up to in the community.
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Another tension is between the traditional organization and
the new emerging forms of organization that result from the
reimaging of the church. Benac recognizes the danger of creativity
not being anchored and becoming chaotic. He says that the OCE
and PC hubs are intentional about maintaining a connection to
the traditional Presbyterian Church while moving forward with
adaptive change. Benac recognizes that the church cannot become
an amorphic entity that is devoid of all structure.

A reader of Adaptive Church might wonder if this approach
to the church would lead to an extreme form of ecumenism. The
author does not speak much about maintaining doctrinal integrity
in such a milieu. One might wonder if such a serious focus on
community and collaboration across denominational lines would
eventually require major doctrinal revision.

Adaptive Church is an attempt to help the church be relevant to
society, particularly in the Pacific Northwest, where people generally
are very open to serious change and innovation. Seminaries and
denominations should give this research a serious review, and
possibly glean key ideas for the future of the Church can certainly
adapted as church organizations evolve to better serve the mission

of God.

David Penno

Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary
Andrews University

Berrien Springs, Michigan
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At some point, everyone wonders what they are called to do
with their lives. Explore is directed at those who are completing,
or have completed, an M.Div. However, it is a resource for the
church as a whole and is a must read for anyone exploring their
purpose or walking alongside those in that exploration. Through a
detailed overview of eleven areas of formal ministry, and personal
reflections from practitioners, this book is a comprehensive look at
the wider field of ministry.

Confession time: this book reminded me of a bias I once held
regarding the various expressions of ministry. Somehow, as a young
pastor, I held the belief that pastoral ministry was superior to other
ministry positions. I now acknowledge that this just is not true.
All ministry is equal. However, I subconsciously believed that my
role as a youth pastor was more important than camp ministry or
chaplaincy. Explore helps to dispel myths like this and promotes a
healthier understanding of ministry.

The book opens with a great reflection by Matthew Floding that
many of us find our calling through our communities of faith. That
is where other leaders often inspire us. It is where we can discern
God’s call on our lives. He also points to Matt Bloom whose research
into ministry identifies three primary ways that people find their
call: discernment, exploration, and the thunderous calling. Each is
unique but leads to the same result, a person finding themselves in
the context of formal ministry. Kristina Lizardy-Hajbi then reminds
us that this calling is tied to our purpose. She details her search for
her purpose that was born out of her community, family, and life
experiences. It is a reminder that finding our unique purpose for
our life may not be an overnight experience. For myself, the journey
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also included arriving at an understanding that my purpose was
not tied to my vocation. That was a defining part of my growth as
a minister.

Following these reflections, the book then offers overviews of
eleven vocational pathways of formal ministry. The true beauty
of this work is the combination of the overviews of each of the
vocations and three personal reflections of those who have been
called to that ministry. Hearing the hearts of those serving can and
will allow the reader to find their place in each area. Their stories
will connect with the reader’s passions at some point.

These sections open with Will Willimon’s reflection on what
it means to be a pastor. I appreciated his remarks that “one
cannot aspire to Christian leadership; one must be summoned,
commissioned, called” (12). It is a profound challenge to anyone
desiring to be a pastor and needs to discern if that is their call or
if they are to be a “committed disciple” (13). This is a profound
distinction, not only for anyone seeking pastoral ministry but any
formal ministry profession.

The next two paths are chaplaincy and academy. Both are likely
considered traditional ministry pathways. Chaplains serve in a
variety of areas from hospitals to the military and are often on the
front lines serving those who are sick or in crisis. As Tammerie Day
reflects on her experiences, she highlights how “something sacred”
transpires when we engage with people who are desperate (37).
Academics are the foundation for the next generation. In short,
“a professor seeks to curate learning experiences that help people
acquire tools and the ability to use them well in the work the Lord
has assigned” (49).

Camps and campus ministries are two areas of ministry
often overlooked. Camps, and with that conferences and retreat
centers, are best suited to those gifted in hospitality or those who
experience God through nature (65). Over the last decade, I have
grown a new and deep appreciation for those who serve on our
college and university campuses. Their work is to “be available for
a relationship that offers an alternative script for life” (85).

The sixth path is the bishop, or denominational leader. These
“public theologians” (107) place themselves between church and
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culture and, as Traci Blackmon reflects, are continually seeking to
answer, “What is God up to in this place, and what am I doing
here?” (109).

The followingvocations, nonprofitleadership, entrepreneurship,
and interfaith connections are key junction points between the
church and the wider community. When the church was at the
center of society it was easy for people to find their way to the
local congregation. Now, with the church being pushed to the
periphery, much work needs to be done to bridge that gap. As John
Senior reflects, the Christian tradition helps to frame nonprofit
leadership. It frames an organization’s vision and mission through
giving it a “sense of what the world ought to look like and how the
organization is going to work to bring that world about” (117).

Finally, church planting (new faith communities) and
bivocational ministry are covered. Chris Davies summarizes the
heart of both of these, noting that too many walk through “the
valley of Institutional Nonsense and unnecessary barriers to funding
and support and unrealistic expectations placed upon them from
within and without” (165). New faith communities do have the
flexibility to quickly address social needs. Tyler Sit observes that “if
we think of ministry only in terms of reconfiguring existing pieces
within existing structures in existing communities, we will not get
to where we want to go” (169). Bivocational ministry can also take
the financial pressure off a faith community that is facing financial
strain.

These eleven pathways illustrate the vast diversity of the body
of Christ. There is no singular path that Christ calls us to live out.
In reality, all are equally important and necessary for the body of
Christ to thrive and for as many as possible to come to know him. I
needed this book twenty-five years ago and I would be hard-pressed
to find someone in my congregation that would not benefit from
this work today.

Andrew Rutledge
McMaster Divinity College
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada
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“I am Black and I am a Christian” (xiii). With those words,
Torrance Jones begins a book bringing together race and leadership
in ways that rarely occur in leadership literature. Jones wants to
help us understand how social identifiers, particularly those of
race, impact leadership. Chapter 1 makes the case that we need
to use social identifiers when discussing leadership. Chapters 2-4
present research findings, interviews, and personal experience.
These chapters end with five rules for public engagement. Chapter
5 concludes the book with five strategies for leaders to utilize. An
epilogue where Jones considers Jesus and his leadership is included.

In Chapter 1, Jones makes a case for considering social identities
when thinking about leadership. He states that “leadership does
not begin with what a person does but it begins with who a
person is” (9). He also says that “to fail to include various social
identities in leadership is to quietly allow the structures that keep
racism, ageism, classism, and religious oppression alive” (9). He
wants to connect spiritual/nonspiritual realities, physical realities,
and workplace life, which for him means being Christian, a Black
American, and an executive leader. It is at the intersection of these
parts of identity that leadership occurs, and we need to consider all
of them—separately and together.

Chapter 2 is a sociological analysis of the meanings of the
words “Black” and “Christian.” It includes some history of racism
in the United States of America, which is particularly helpful if
one has not had much exposure to this topic. He explores the
difference between race and ethnicity and the complicated history
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and categories that surround these descriptive words (e.g. “Black”
and “African American,” which are different yet related). He then
does similar work on “Christian,” including making the case that
the African (and thus Black) relationship to Christianity goes back
to the origins of Christianity, not just to American chattel slavery.
He rejects a “European-centered historical account of Christianity”
(40). Thus, being Christian for Black Americans means a “dynamic
engagement with God, whose children [are] fully engaged in the
Sunday through Saturday urgencies on American soil” (49). All
of this leads him to conclude that centering the social meaning of
“Black” and “Christian” is essential for understanding leadership.

Chapter 3 explores what it means to be a Black leader, which
includes working harder, representing an entire race, often being
underrepresented (particularly at senior executive levels), and
thus often being lonely. Black leaders are often “the only one who
look([s] like me” (69). This analysis allows Jones to look toward
how to support leaders experiencing dynamics like described in
this chapter.

Chapter 4 explores leading while Christian (and particularly
a Black Christian). He tells some of his (beautiful, painful, and
poignant) story. He discusses what it means to lead while a Christian,
especially to “embody what it means to be an image bearer of the
true and living God” and “love your neighbor.” (102) According to
him, many Black Christian leaders see their role not as a detriment
or burden, but a welcome change to those around them. If a “leader”
is a white, older male who doesn’t talk about religion, then a Black
woman who is open about her faith is often a welcome presence to
“real people.” For the people Jones interviewed, “God’s partnership
in the workplace ensures that the leader has immediate help during
times of disappointment, hurt, anguish, and anxiety” (105). Jones
then gives five takeaways (referred to as “rules” at the beginning).
These takeaways have an emphasis on faith as liberating and on
the Bible as a source and guide—not always explicitly quoted but
shaping the core identity of the Black leader.

Chapter 5 concludes by giving five strategies for leading. While
they are not just for Black and Christian leaders, they are informed
by his research and conversations. They include leaders having a
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sense of their identity and purpose, Christian leaders leading from
their most important identifier as Christian, leaders surrounding
themselves with a diverse leadership team, leaders learning their
context, and leaders leading with the end in mind.

This book is an important addition to the literature on
leadership. Jones is doing what few have done—connecting race,
racism, and leadership. T'll point students to this book as an
entryway into questions about race and leadership. I find Jones’s
emphasis on leadership as liberation (sprinkled throughout the
book) a welcome theological addition. As someone who tends to
find leadership as an activity to keep it from becoming personality
driven, his emphasis on the social identities that impact all leaders
is a helpful correction. And as a white Christian leader, 'm grateful
to him for opening conversations about race, racism, and leadership
theory and practice.

Michael Wilson

Lancaster Theological Seminary
Donegal Presbytery

Lancaster, Pennsylvania
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