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				The Challenge: Take the Longview
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				We live in a quick-fix, immediate-impact, short-view world.

				But we serve a longview God.

				To bridge this gulf between earthly priorities and a heavenly perspective, Jesus became the ultimate example of longview leadership amid the clamor for expedient results. Of course His sights were always aimed toward eternity (the ultimate longview), and He lived and thought in that realm. But even in the practical everyday demands of leadership, Jesus showed us the value of investing in longview solutions as we serve those in our care.

				Matthew records for us a string of events that could have come out quite differently had it not been for Jesus’ willingness to take a longview approach to a mundane administrative demand.

				After hearing that Herod had beheaded John the Baptist, Jesus went alone to the mountains to grieve. But crowds followed Him to the remote area where He had gone, and soon He was pulled from His isolation to heal the sick and teach. As evening came, His disciples, who wanted to help solve a brewing challenge, told Him, “This is a remote place, and it’s already getting late. Send the crowds away so they can go to the villages and buy food for themselves” (Matt. 14:15). The committee’s decision seemed like a reasonable solution in these circumstances, and it would have been an easy fix for Jesus as He dealt with His grief.

				But Jesus took a longview perspective in mentoring these disciples, knowing the solution had sweeping ramifications beyond where to get dinner. He was preparing them for spiritual growth to come by including them in feeding the multitude with just a few pieces of bread and two fish. As usual, it was far more than the immediate problem alone that Jesus was addressing—although that in itself would have been enough. 

				Instead, bolstered by the miracle on the hillside, Peter found the faith that very evening to step out of the boat and walk on water. In the following weeks, a faith-filled Peter spoke for the group when he declared aloud, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). And just a few days after that bold profession, Peter was invited to climb another mountain—this time to bear witness to Jesus in His transfigured fullness talking with Moses and Elijah as the bright cloud of God came over them all. 

				After the feeding of the five thousand, we see the disciples, and especially Peter, becoming true men of faith with whom Jesus could leave the earthly leadership of His church. Their spiritual climb, it can be argued, started with Jesus taking a longview approach to the demands of day-to-day leadership as dusk was falling on a hillside and hungry people were anxious for a meal. Purposeful action in the routine of leadership is important because those outcomes nearly always have longview implications.

				The Longview is written to ministry leaders, but longview principles are for every Christian striving for authentically biblical leadership, whether in ministry or the marketplace. How will you choose to face the challenges of leadership? Will you choose to pursue immediate results—or will you choose to follow Christ and have the fortitude, vision, skill, and strength to understand that genuine transformation is gained through envisioning the longview implications of every leadership action?

				The Seismic Shift

				Longview leadership might have been tenable in past eras when the pace of change was slow, but can it work in a world where careers are built, promotions are offered, and raises are granted on the basis of immediate results? Today’s rising leaders have been reared, tutored, and equipped to operate in a world that prizes immediate results. They have inherited a quick-results culture that found its footing in the junk bond and buyout phenomenon of the 1980s. Then came the rapid rise and fall of the dot-coms in the 1990s and the expansion of individual credit-card debt that allowed the immediacy of wants to be valued over long-term needs. Finally, the new millennium brought a real-estate frenzy created by overly leveraged speculators seeking to make fast money by flipping properties they never possessed, and families lulled by subprime financing into buying bigger homes than they could afford with the promise of unrealistic value appreciation. 

				For three decades skyrocketing incentives have been the norm for all manner of short-term producers—from stockbrokers to college coaches—as leaders at every level have indoctrinated us to believe immediate gains trump long-term consequences. Our expectations for leaders have undergone a seismic shift from longview responsibility to short-view rewards. Summarizing a study that reported 40 percent of CEOs who left their position lasted an average of just 1.8 years, and the average tenure for the lower half of this group was only eight months, Harvard Business Review concluded, “Nobody these days gets much time to show what he or she can do.”1 This nearsightedness is eroding the foundational underpinnings of organizational quality and severely handicapping the effectiveness of leaders who are robbing the future to pay for today.

				Tragically, even the church has swallowed whole the cultural lie that immediate results are more important than lasting transformation. Our theology and our ministry passion draw us to talk about longview outcomes as our heart’s desire, but we have been duped into fostering a generation of leaders, board members, employees, and constituencies who value short-term gain over longview significance. Ministry leaders believe it and act accordingly—hiring and rewarding people who can promote Band-Aid fixes as monumental solutions, creating plans that promise the moon and always come up short, raising funds from unrealistically compressed donor relationships, and touting to boards and constituencies those results that can most easily be measured and applauded.

				Because this short-view corporate culture has so permeated the church today, we in ministry have loosened our grip on the biblical model for leadership. We have grown to expect and even demand an ever-increasing cycle of measurable and immediate results from our leaders. Sadly, their careers have become dependent on their weekly and quarterly reports rather than their longview outcomes. Rising ministry leaders have been caught in this ever-tightening vise grip of cultural expectations gone askew.

				The Longview Works

				The time is right for rising leaders to break free from the short-term leadership patterns of the past and set their sights on the horizon to ensure a life of leadership that will be honoring to God and bring us back to principles that will allow the church to make a transformational difference in the world. The short view doesn’t work, but it will continue to permeate our society, direct our actions, and be the gold standard for “success” until purposeful, visionary, and determined leaders pull us back to a longview outlook that seeks lasting value.

				As the apostle Paul challenged us in 1 Corinthians 13, it is time to put away childish things and not be wooed by the immediacy of appearing productive by making meaningless sounds like a loud gong or a clanging cymbal. Rather than our noisy quarterly reports, our standard for how we measure success as Christian leaders needs to reflect the longview desires of God, built on values that endure.

				As in every aspect of life, God designed the longview as the best path to genuine success and meaningful transformation:

				•	Balanced eating and exercise always beat fad diets and weight-loss binges for lasting healthy results.

				•	Relationships grounded in shared core values can last a lifetime, while those based on interest commonalities erode with the seasons.

				•	Correcting a child through mentoring is always better than only administering punishment, even though behavioral changes may come at an agonizingly slow pace.

				•	Household budgets built on needs rather than wants survive economic cycles.

				•	Education that teaches ideas and critical thinking is superior to learning facts, although the first is measured over a lifetime and the second on a pop quiz.

				•	Working out a Christ-centered worldview—rather than simply proof-texting one’s way through the big questions of life—is the only storm-tested framework for living.

				If God’s pattern is clearly grounded in the longview, why do we continue to seek short-term gains over long-term significance when it comes to leadership?

				This contrast between the desire for immediate results and the need for meaningful longview leadership is not new to this generation—although the globalization of information, business, and culture has intensified its effects in the past thirty years. We see this dichotomy playing out at least three thousand years ago in the selection of David as Israel’s second king. According to 1 Samuel 16, God sent Samuel, the last of the Hebrew judges, to Bethlehem to select the new king from among Jesse’s sons. Samuel looked over the young men and made a judgment based on whom he imagined could most quickly change the volatile leadership situation created by Saul. But God interrupted him and established entirely different criteria for evaluating leadership: “The LORD doesn’t see things the way you see them. People judge by outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7).

				In today’s leadership world, our outward appearance is the tally sheet of results we tout to prove our worth, while our thoughts and intentions are buried deep in the longview we bring to leadership.

				The Longview Reality Show

				Leaders throughout the ages have been drawn to the flashy first impression, the rewards of picking low-hanging fruit, or the approval and support that is garnered from successful fast action. But when a godly longview is our aim, we develop a whole different class of skills, relationships, and priorities that can carry us throughout a lifetime of meaningful leadership, rather than allowing our focus to be fixed solely on the next hurdle ahead.

				Ever since television reality shows took over the airwaves, I’ve imagined a show for leaders. The show puts three leadership teams in a boat race. Of course it is filmed on a beautiful white sandy beach with crystal clear blue water, located in an exotic string of islands in some remote part of the world that makes television producers happy.

				Through the weeks, teams compete for the right to select one of three boats available to them: (1) a speedboat that glides over the water at speeds exceeding ninety miles an hour but is vulnerable in rough water; (2) a cabin cruiser designed with strength and stability to handle high seas, although it runs at half the speed of the first boat; and (3) a simple, slow sailboat with a single mast and no mechanical engine. 

				During each week’s episode the contestants are involved in competitions designed to make them look foolish and to drive up ratings. The winners select the boat of their choice to race each week from one small island to the next, building points toward choosing the vessel they prefer for the climactic race for the $1 million prize. The adversaries scheme and plot and humiliate one another, trying to “earn” the right to choose the best boat for the final high-dollar journey.

				In the dramatic season finale, each team is set and ready for the race in the boat they have won—the most successful team, betting on good weather, has chosen the high speed of the hydroplane over the strength of the cabin cruiser. Meanwhile the losers of the game (those least effective at sabotaging their competitors) prepare to do their best in the sailboat rejected by the other mariners.

				Then, in one of those stunning reality show moments when everything is turned upside down, the tanned and handsome host unveils the finish line for the race—and as they cut to a commercial break, looks of horror and outrage can be seen on the faces of the presumed dominant sailors.

				Unlike the previous weeks’ races, the finish line is not within the string of islands, but can in fact be reached only by circling the islands multiple times. This is not a distance that can be traveled by either powerboat, for their fuel supply will surely run out long before the race is finished. Only the sailboat, with its ability to catch the wind, has the opportunity to finish the race and win the prize.

				Like our imaginary contestants, today’s ministry leaders need to learn the value of sailboats over powerboats in completing the race. We are not leaders whose aim should be professional island-hopping; we must equip ourselves for godly circumnavigation. We must return to a proper understanding of the finish line to which God has called us, and internalize the longview way to lead, live, work, and relate to each other. In a longview world, the fastest, flashiest motors we might develop can never outdistance the boat whose sails are filled with God’s wind.

				Note

				
					
						1. Mark Gottfredson, Steve Schaubert, and Hernan Saenz, “The New Leader’s Guide to Diagnosing the Business,” Harvard Business Review 86.2 (February 2008): 62–73.
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				Lead as if You’ll Be There Forever
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				The heart of the longview does not begin with actions as much as attitude. Imagine that the organization and position you are in right now is what God wants you to do for the rest of your professional life. For many, it might be discouraging to truly feel “locked in” to your job. But contrary to the mantras of popular career gurus, this is one of the best things that could ever happen to you and your ministry, because only from that immobile position will your outlook on leadership be revolutionized.

				To live without professional advancement opportunities would, of course, be demotivating and create an unhealthy situation for both you and your ministry. But to lead as if you must remain in that same position forever—and live with the long-term consequences of every decision—will shift your perspective, align your priorities, and build lasting strength in your organization, rather than allowing you to settle for the comfort and accolades of immediate results.

				When a leader is thinking, living, and acting in terms of only the short range, everyone around him suffers and may be handicapped for years to come because the decisions of today will narrow subsequent options and opportunities. The compounding weight of each shortsighted decision speeds the deterioration of the ministry’s foundation, while a long-term perspective strengthens that substructure for a higher reach in the future.

				Longview Decision Making

				When President Jimmy Carter held a thirteen-day summit at Camp David in 1978 with Egyptian president Anwar el Sadat and Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin, a formal state of war still existed between the two countries, with Egypt determined to reclaim the Sinai territory seized by the Israelis twenty-two years previously. In the woods of Maryland, these long-hoped-for negotiations came to multiple stalemates. But each time Carter found a way to keep the discussion alive, even though deep-seated mistrust between the two Middle Eastern leaders kept them from talking directly to each other, causing the U. S. president to shuttle between their private cabins, triangulating the dialogue. 

				On the morning of the eleventh day, the arduous process appeared to disintegrate when Prime Minister Begin decided to leave the meetings over the wording of a side letter on the status of Jerusalem. He wouldn’t have his mind changed by the immediate needs of securing the peace in the Middle East and freeing his country from the relentless cycle of violence. But with brilliant insight, President Carter shifted the perspective from the immediate results to the long-term implications: as Prime Minister Begin was packing his bags to leave, President Carter brought to him eight personalized, autographed pictures of the three leaders working together, and told the prime minister they were for him to take home to his eight grandchildren so they would always remember what the three men had tried to accomplish together. With a new long-term perspective, Begin unpacked and days later signed the Camp David Accords.

				Now, while it is certainly true that a decision regarding what is best for the immediate may often be the same as the choice that is best for the future, it is essential that leaders get into the groove of thinking beyond the near horizon. Otherwise, they lose the proper perspective that allows them to consider long-term issues and ramifications.

				When short-term triumphs take precedence over long-term success, those same aggressive leadership skills can deteriorate into selfish decisions, fearful management, and self-deceiving evaluation. And the longer a leader continues in this pattern, the more troublesome the consequences and limiting the solution options. Eventually, a leader can become entrapped in a cycle that demands ignoring the mounting crisis of the future in order to sustain the appearance of current success.

				The Short Run Never Works for Long

				Here is a vivid way to grasp the problem that short-term perspective brings into your ministry. Think back to that time when you had a great employee who, because of family or career issues, began to seek a new position. The search was not far enough along for you to be brought into the discussion, but mentally the employee had already moved on—and you knew it.

				Even if the job-searching employee was one of your key players, that individual had already been demoted, in your view, from the person around whom you were building a future to one whose contribution was suspect at best. 

				In that rapid transformation, the only attribute that had changed about the employee was his perspective. He still came to work with the same skill set, same hours, same types of ideas, and same energy. But because his viewpoint was now focused only on the short run, you could not count on him to make decisions that were in the long-term best interest of the ministry. Now multiply that scenario into the life of a CEO or other top leader—not just a rising employee—and consider the potential damage.

				A short-term leadership perspective is devastating in ministry, but the impact can be illustrated best in the corporate world, where results are totaled on the bottom line. Recently, Japanese automaker Toyota did what the captains of industry once considered impossible—it surpassed the century-long domination of General Motors as the leading automaker. Could it be that a major factor in the growth of Toyota, Nissan, Honda, Mazda, Subaru, and Mitsubishi is that Japanese leadership expected they would remain with the same company for a lifetime? Fifty years ago Toyota’s board and top management implemented a comprehensive plan to accomplish what is being realized today. In contrast, GM’s leadership remained primarily focused on their latest quarterly earnings projections during those same years.

				The best leaders understand they should always be held accountable for the long term before they are rewarded for their immediate results. The pastor who envisions reaching his whole city will always be more effective than the one who is concerned about making a glowing report at the next conference gathering. A fund-raising professional who desires to build relationships matching donors with their passions will always raise more money than one striving to meet an urgent campaign goal. Over time, even the school administrator who fixes the nagging plumbing problem will be appreciated more than the one who spends that same money to install new carpeting.

				The Harvard Business Review analysis “If Brands Are Built over Years, Why Are They Managed over Quarters?” explored why short-term thinking dominates business marketing today even though branding is an extremely long-term process. The researchers determined that companies have shifted their focus to quarterly outcomes over long-term success because of three factors. First, there is an abundance of real-time immediate data that allows corporate leaders to measure results in great detail in ways we could not in the past. Second, at the same time, long-term results have become even more difficult to measure, thus pushing the focus to a short-run agenda. And third, the tenure of managers is continually becoming shorter as they see their future linked to demonstrating immediate results.1

				Endemic Nearsightedness

				It is critical to understand that the root of this pattern does not rest only at the feet of self-serving or shortsighted leaders, because boards and constituencies have allowed organizational success to become measured by quarterly results rather than long-term success.

				The most public firings of CEOs seem to nearly always reflect a pattern of cheers for that leader through a relatively short period of repeated quarterly reports and then a startling discovery by the board of serious foundational issues gone awry. But these same boards have demanded, rewarded, and praised immediate success at all costs. The real irony is that these boards have also learned to solve their crisis with a short-term solution of firing the CEO, rather than doing the hard work needed to correct the foundational issues—and the cycle is likely to repeat down the road.

				And then there are the what-have-you-done-for-me-lately employees or constituents that press leaders for decisions that feed the hunger of instant gratification instead of long-term results. From outside the corner office, pressure has mounted for leaders to make decisions only in light of short-run objectives if those choices will boost today’s benefits. But in reality, the foundational erosion caused by decisions guided only by short-term vision will eventually undermine or destroy all the good that has been achieved, because the damage will eventually be discovered and will be difficult and costly to repair.

				This same pattern holds true in ministry: We have become focused on measuring the short-term results of our work; e.g., the proposals we write to foundations promise immediate outcomes.

				The transformation of lives for the long term is only measured in eternity, and thus it is nearly impossible for us to track the impact of our most significant work. 

				Boards and CEOs want to hire people who have demonstrated measurable results. But when we overvalue the short-term results that are more easily measured, we in turn reward leaders who produce immediate advances over long-term ministry significance. Accordingly, the most “productive” people are always being tempted to move to a new place of service.

				Instead, the commitment to lead with a longview will transform how you approach leadership more so than any other shift you could make. No matter what your tenure horizon may be—whether you are just starting a new job, considering a change, or fast approaching retirement—if you make decisions as if you will remain in your current position forever, you’ll make dramatically better choices and make them for the right reasons.

				Fast Wins Eventually Lose

				One of my especially fun projects was starting a football team at Belhaven University several years ago, and building on our successful model, I had a number of college-president friends also launch football programs. One of my peers, who wanted to get started right at his university, hired a coaching staff who were strong Christians, well known in the football world, and wonderfully experienced—they knew their Xs and Os. They recruited talented players, created an intense football atmosphere for the team, generated lots of press coverage, and won football games. What the president didn’t realize at the time was his coaches were focused on gaining attention-grabbing success in order to move on to the big leagues of coaching. 

				The university discovered over time that the scholarships were overspent, the dropout rate among players was astronomical, and many of the recruited athletes did not care about the benchmarks of character that were important in attracting students to a Christian school. The president finally overturned a rock exposing how bad it had become when a conference official told him about a horrible intrasquad brawl the coaches were trying to keep under wraps. His “go-to” coaches became his “be-gone” coaches in a hurry, and the school spent several years sweeping up the mess to build integrity into the program, balance out the money, and quiet the sports bloggers. Interestingly, none of those coaches ever made it in Division I football.

				The consequences of not making decisions as if you’ll be there forever will create an unseen and quietly eroding process that always has the same predictable outcome—it is expensive and time consuming to fix. The harm created by near-focused leaders may be imperceptible at first and the impact may not be seen for years or sometimes decades to come—but the problems created when leaders are not guarding the long-term future will be complex to solve and will limit the opportunities for sustained success.

				What’s Your View?

				To protect against this crippling pattern, a bit of periodic self-evaluation will reveal your current longitudinal view in leadership responsibilities:

				•	If you knew you could never have a different job, which decisions over the past year might you have made differently?

				•	Do you find yourself putting off a difficult personnel issue or a hard decision in hopes that someone else in the future will have to deal with it instead?

				•	Which of your recent decisions made you feel most proud? Were they made in light of the long-term implications or the short-term impact?

				•	Have you purposefully made decisions recently that were best for the long run, even though another choice would have made you look good in the short term?

				•	What will your legacy with your ministry look like twenty-five years after you are gone?

				As you attempt to answer these questions yourself, consider that every leader’s responsibility is to fulfill a calling rather than gratify immediate desires. Jesus taught us the ultimate example of never wavering from a long-term view when we have been called to a purpose. 

				In the garden of Gethsemane He prayed, “My soul is crushed with grief to the point of death.… If it is possible, let this cup of suffering be taken away from me” (Matt. 26:38–39). Although fully God, Jesus was also fully man, and that is the cry of an anguished leader at the crossroads, one longing to give in to the short-term options rather than the long-term objective. Had Jesus taken the immediate view and revealed His power, the mockers would have been silenced, His followers’ political dreams would have been accomplished, and the whole world would have been left amazed. But instead, He made a decision from the perspective of forever and prayed, “Father! If this cup cannot be taken away unless I drink it, your will be done” (Matt. 26:42). And like Jesus, a Christian leader’s proper long-range view must extend all the way into eternity.

				Eternal Results

				During the modern missions movement God built His church through people who committed themselves to a long-term outlook.

				William Carey, the first missionary to India, worked for seven years before he had his first convert. 

				Robert Morrison, the first Protestant missionary to China, labored for a quarter century and had fewer than a dozen converts.

				The missionaries to East Africa in the early 1800s shipped their goods to their new home in coffins because they didn’t expect to return any other way.

				These leaders, and thousands whose stories are not remembered, valued the longview significance of ministry over short-run measurable “success.” By tilling the soil for future returns, their results are recorded in eternity. 

				In an age of mobility and global connectedness, God is not likely to call you to only one place of service during your career. But no matter where He calls you, you need to think, work, live, and commit as if it is the only future God has entrusted to you.

				Becoming a college president at age thirty-four, I didn’t assume my first school in rural Kansas would be my last. But to assure I was always protecting the long-term interests of the institution, I met regularly with a group I privately called “those who will be buried in the local cemetery.” I wanted to be sure that the perspectives of the long-term faculty, who would be part of the school long after I left, were always considered when I made decisions.

				The day a leader begins to look at his or her responsibility in terms of a limited future is the day leadership effectiveness begins to spiral downward. And while leaders who base decisions on a long-term perspective may not be as flashy in their immediate results, they hire better people, build foundations of constituency strength, preserve organizational infrastructure, and leave a legacy that tells the full story of their success.

				Note

				
					
						1. Leonard M. Lodish and Carl F. Mela, “If Brands Are Built over Years, Why Are They Managed over Quarters?” Harvard Business Review 85.7/8 (July/August 2007): 104–112.
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				Deflate Your Ego to Expand Your Influence 
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				The “Dean Scream” is infamous for sinking the presidential bid of the 2004 Democratic early front-runner Howard Dean. At the end of a long Iowa contest, he came into the election night supporters’ rally nursing a bad cold that made his voice weak. Bolstered by the enthusiastic crowd, the weary candidate rose to the emotion of the moment to excite them further and finished off his oratory by naming a long list of states where he predicted victory—followed by a final raspy “BYAAAH!” that rang out above the cheers. 

				Unfortunately for the candidate, the speech was broadcast across the television news syndicates on unidirectional microphones, picking up only his voice and not mixing in the crowd noise around him. Consequently, he sounded as if he were yelling into a battery-operated megaphone that hurt everyone’s ears. This distorted reflection of Howard Dean immediately became fodder for late-night talk shows and the 24-7 news cycle, leading to the collapse of the campaign in the following weeks.

				It doesn’t really matter whether the “Dean scream” was the result of emotion, bad electronics, or the attempt to garner enough energy to overcome the symptoms of a cold. It was heard as a loud, obnoxious megaphone, and Howard Dean instantly lost credibility as a leader. Many political pundits have speculated upon reflection that eventually the campaign was sunk more by the candidate’s puffed ego than the sound of his voice, but the two seemed to collide symbolically that frosty night in Iowa.

				Dean’s ego defined his legacy, and it did anything but propel his political career. His ideas may have been good, but his ego drowned them out. You see, ego is the expression of deeper character issues—ranging from selfishness to inferiority—coming out through unfit communication that will not sustain your ideas or secure your influence. Ego is a megaphone that is always obnoxious. 

				An overbearing ego dials up the volume until a leader cannot be ignored, but in turn it creates layers of problems for a ministry.

				Is Ego an Occupational Hazard for Leaders?

				The search committee of a major ministry was ecstatic over the interview with their top candidate. He came into the room with presence, energy, and a command of the challenges. The leader had forceful answers to every question, confronted the committee brashly about the organization’s shortcomings, and painted a big-picture vision like they had never seen before, even promising that extravagant grants to the ministry would quickly follow should he be hired. The leader’s unwavering confidence is what the board thought they were hiring, but an obnoxious ego is what they got. Within three months, the same board fired the new CEO, leaving the ministry in turmoil for a long time afterward.

				Ego in any package is noisy, but it becomes particularly problematic in the hands of leaders. At best, ego that focuses attention on the leader over the mission and the people of the organization is annoying; at worst, it creates a series of serious long-term problems for the ministry.

				Some might say that ego is an occupational hazard for leaders. To move successfully into a leadership position, you must have drive, gifting, a track record of success, and a certain level of ambition. Talented, up-and-coming leaders are given responsibilities ahead of their years, and they are praised lavishly for their accomplishments. Thus, by the time they move into the corner office, they may have become convinced that they are superior in many ways to others and that the aggressiveness that got them into the big chair is what is needed to keep them there.

				Such factors also provide fertile ground for growing an ego that will dominate all a leader does. Like weeds in a carefully prepared vegetable garden, ego needs to be purposefully eradicated if a leader desires to achieve genuine success and have any hopes of gathering the harvest in the longview.

				In his standard-setting study, Good to Great, Jim Collins proved to the business world that the best companies all had leaders who were “characterized not by charisma, ego, or larger-than-life celebrity—but by a paradoxical combination of deep humility and intense professional will.”1 If secular businesses can only achieve greatness when the leader is without ego, how much more does that principle apply in the church?

				Me Theology

				Too much ego has wormed its way into the church through a “me-focused” theology that creates sanctified excuses for self-centeredness and ego. Serving God is not about what is in it for me. It is not about asking Jesus for a shopping list of things that will diminish my troubles. And most importantly, it is not about being lifted up in the eyes of others. Loving and serving God is about glorifying Him. Faithful living is about honoring Christ in what we do. And being a Christian is about living in a way that makes sure our Lord is the center of attention and praise.

				In the past few years we’ve all seen pastors of one megachurch after another leave their positions in disgrace. And when you study those churches, there is always a common characteristic—the ministry was centered in the personality of the messenger rather than the power of the message. Moreover, these self-aggrandizing Christian leaders invariably implemented strong boundaries to assure autonomy and keep others away. Their desire never to share the spotlight, coupled with walls of protection to keep accountability at bay, led to tragic moral failures.

				Ego-driven leaders may not believe it, but in a biblical model of ministry, they are pretty far down the list in importance:

				1.	God

				2.	The mission

				3.	The people you serve

				4.	The team of employees who do the work

				5.	The leaders who serve the team

				The higher four priorities stay fairly constant, but too many Christian leaders are attempting to claw their way up this ladder in an effort to be recognized, and are hindering the work of God in the process. Because ego-driven leadership must be continually fed, it demands that immediate needs are always more important than the longview results, thus stifling opportunity for ministry of lasting value. 

				Your ministry doesn’t need the flair of your inflated ego; rather, it is your authenticity that will most effectively motivate those you serve in leadership. And that genuineness is most often communicated in a soft tone that has no relation to bravado—a well-reasoned argument that can be coupled with passion to get the attention of internal and external constituencies, and a caring and gracious spirit that attracts around it people ready to listen and respond. 

				Unfortunately, the more flagrant offenders of these principles don’t even realize they are doing so. Leaders often develop ego through their experience, get pulled into it for its comfort, or get pushed into it because of erroneous assumptions they make about their role. But in all cases, the end result is that their leadership effectiveness is greatly reduced as they elect to major on the short-term gains of showmanship rather than taking the steady strides of a true statesman.

				A Portrait of the Showmen

				Based upon research and personal observation, the following is a compilation of traits seen most often in ego-driven leaders. While these patterns are not found in every ego-inflated leader and may not fully capture the uniqueness of each individual, a review of these characteristics may trigger leaders to evaluate whether these patterns are evident and need to be corrected. 

				Live Flamboyantly

				These leaders have convinced themselves that by possessing the best, they lift the stature of their ministry and message. So they live well, appreciate excess, and are drawn to lavishness in things and people, while justifying that as fulfilling their role.

				Inflate Vision

				They “wow” the people they meet with an ability to articulate an enormous vision, but constantly overpromise and under-deliver because they are not grounded in what is realistic. Their initial contact is impressive, but their track record is littered with those they blame for the failures.

				Act Invincible

				Their puffed-up ego makes them assume life will get out of their way, and they charge headlong into challenges without awareness of the harm they may bring to themselves or others. Winning becomes more important than being prudent or wise.

				Ignore Critics

				These leaders find fault with critics, rather than listen to their insights. They tend not only to dismiss the critic’s ideas, but also to discredit the messenger to assure hard questions will not take hold and to reclaim the position of one who always “knows best” and has such good ideas that his confidantes need to protect him from future wacko critics attempting to tear him down.

				Crave Adrenaline

				They have a “go-for-broke” approach to life that assumes they will always beat the odds. Confident their gifts can overcome any obstacle, they gain energy in flagrant risk taking and have concluded the accompanying adrenaline surge validates their value.

				Exaggerate Actions

				These leaders move in wide, sweeping motions that take up space wherever they might be. They don’t do anything simply, but every action is so exaggerated that the staff around them is exhausted, rather than equipped, by their leadership.

				Become Sensitive

				While these ego-driven leaders can usually dish it out, they can’t take it and are thin skinned. They are easily offended and, because they are desperate to be admired, criticism wounds them visibly. They react to attacks swiftly either by countering the action or secluding themselves. 

				Attract Groupies

				Because they want to be lionized, they gather around them people who tend to be inexperienced, weak, and loyal. They want “yes men/women,” not peers who might hold them accountable, and they often do so under the guise of “mentoring.”

				Demand Appreciation

				Ego-driven leaders can never seem to get enough attention. Whether it is found in name recognition, an entourage, or bright lights, these leaders make their decisions based on what will meet this craving for recognition.

				Require Empathy

				Recognition and appreciation are not enough for these ego-based leaders; they also demand that others understand and empathize with the “pressure, sacrifices, and loneliness” of leadership. Ironically, these same leaders are often unable to be empathetic to others.

				Listen Poorly

				Their ego seems to block their ability to listen, because they assume they are the smartest people in the room. They want to be heard, not instructed, and thus their listening skills have never been developed.

				Enjoy Competition

				These are people who are competitive for the sake of getting ahead of others. Blinded to the greater good, they seek the recognition that comes from winning, rather than the satisfaction that comes from mission fulfillment.

				Control Obsessively

				In the name of stewardship or service, these leaders tend to control everything with meticulous detail. They are uncomfortable in situations where they are not in charge, and so tend to avoid those invitations.

				Ignore Boundaries

				These leaders live as if the boundaries that apply to others are inconsequential to them. They assume worth is brought to the ministry by shattering the limits, and justify their personal overstepping by citing the demands, calling, and value of their leadership.

				Of course not every showman’s portrait is the same, and certainly some of these characteristics are less egregious—we all wince slightly at the leader whose vanity leads him to set a meeting date as if he were granting an audience with the king. Other times the level of pomp is intolerable—I was once in the office of a leader who actually put his desk up on a platform so that he could “better listen to the staff” during meetings. Sadly, many ego-driven leaders can’t imagine the laughable spectacle they are projecting to others.

				A Portrait of the Statesmen

				The antithesis of an ego-driven leader is the statesman. This is not a role that comes by way of position; it is rooted in character. Far from aspiring to it, such stature comes to leaders as they grow and mature in leadership that is grounded in respect earned over an extended time. They are comfortable in themselves, have nothing to prove, and are not seeking anything beyond what God has currently given them. 

				Length of service alone does not make a statesman. While lengthy, proven leadership is an important component, there are many long-term leaders who never become statesmen. Unchecked ego-driven leadership patterns usually don’t change simply because a leader has arrived at the final job.

				True statesmen leaders are so secure they don’t need to accentuate the power differential between themselves and others in order to lead, and in fact seek to minimize the gap. At the same time, they do not try to be “one of the boys,” giving up their leadership responsibility. Rather, they lead with wisdom, service, maturity, caring, and gentle presence. They seek to lift others up, rather than push them down, and travel further by equipping others to go ahead of them. 

				Statesmen push the attention outward rather than drawing it inward. They seek to broaden circles of access rather than restrict them, and include others rather than create false barriers that only a select few are allowed to cross. These leaders are always learning, drawing out other people’s new perspectives, information, and ideas. They believe the reflections of others are to be enjoyed, not endured until it’s time to “give the right answer.” They ask more questions than they answer, adapt to the ways of others, and are continually growing rather than clinging to self-sufficient wisdom. 

				Beyond simply listening to the concerns and insights of others, they have the ability to connect the emotional ties, rather than just the facts, in order to create a meaningful relationship—they empathize. Statesmen calmly pull others to them through their accepting spirit. They have purposefully developed a pattern of patience that accepts with ease the shortcomings, pace, or learning curve of others. 

				These are stark contrasts between the showman and the Christian statesman, but the summary is not as harsh as the Scripture on this topic: “Pride ends in humiliation, while humility brings honor,” declares Proverbs 29:23. There is no more accurate synopsis of the difference between these two types of leaders: One falls over time, and the other is lifted up in the view of others and, most importantly, in the eyes of God. The true statesman takes the longview, foregoing the short-burn tactics of showmanship altogether. He builds his house on the rock foundation of his personal character, not on the sand of ego.

				Removing Ego from Leadership

				For those who have read far enough into this discussion to discover they need to deal with ego issues, four steps are critical to moving out of a destructive ego-driven leadership pattern. The most important link in this healing comes just by knowing there is a problem, and heart-changed leaders who realize they need to adjust their ways are far ahead of the pack.

				Keep Quiet

				One of the greatest challenges for ego-driven leaders is to keep quiet. They establish their presence by talking, monopolizing the discussion because they are convinced their leadership role requires them to be adding value to every encounter with coworkers. In doing this, the leader not only keeps the goal from being reached, but also significantly devalues employees and lessens their commitment.

				Thus, for example, when an employee comes with an idea about which he or she is excited, ego-centered leaders want to add to the idea, instead of focusing on the accomplishment. They may improve it a bit, but they also dramatically deflate the desire of the employee to see the idea properly carried out. Leaders have to ask if what they add is really worth the cost, because often it is not.

				This same call to quietness is true for meetings. I learned long ago, if you wait long enough in meetings, someone else will eventually say what you are thinking. If no one does, you can always add it in later in a statesmanlike way. But speaking first or often to establish position or prove your expertise is not a good reason to take up time in a meeting. 

				Scripture instructs ego-driven leaders directly and boldly, and the words of Romans need no interpretation: “Live in harmony with each other. Don’t be too proud to enjoy the company of ordinary people. And don’t think you know it all!” (12:16). Leaders who struggle with ego issues would do well to begin by being quiet, allowing time for the reverberation of their egos to fade.

				Seek Balance

				When successful leaders “believe their own press,” it creates in them the illusion of single-handedly being responsible for the successes. Thus, when ego-prone leaders find the limelight and become more visible and celebrated, they have a proclivity to forget the other factors that made the advances possible. The accolades of others blur perspective about their own talents and encourage the belief that anything they do in the future will be equally successful, perhaps even more so.

				Ego-stimulated leaders live out of balance because in their desire to attract attention, they have created a persona that is fragile and cannot withstand examination—the reason they attempt to keep others at arm’s length through their bluster. Measuring personal and professional value by the accolades they receive, they live in jealous fear that someone more attractive will steal their spotlight. Moreover, by confusing themselves with their personas, ego-driven leaders never reach the full potential of what God Himself created them to be. 

				In contrast, the balanced leader looks in the mirror rather than watching out the window to see who might be coming. Statesmen never attempt to measure up to unrealistic expectations. They find joy and balance through regularly examining their own lives to assure they stay genuine to how God has gifted them. These leaders are content “living in their own skin” and stay there through systematic examination of their own character, attitudes, and motives.

				Proverbs again addresses this pattern, reminding us, “A peaceful heart leads to a healthy body; jealousy is like cancer in the bones” (14:30). And Harvard Business Review studied the same phenomenon, concluding, “Those who make it to the top—and stay there peacefully—all share a remarkable sense of proportion and a high degree of self-awareness, despite widely different personality and management styles. Their secret? Powerfully modest habits of mind and behavior.”2 

				There are few who can accurately self-evaluate. In repeated studies, most people rate themselves much higher than their true skills. And thus, leaders need at least one person who will shoot absolutely straight with them and be both their best friend and best critic. Remarkably, among the statesmen I’ve enjoyed working with, that person is nearly always their spouse.

				Ambition Is Okay

				While evaluating the pitfalls of an ego-driven leader, it is important not to lose sight of a critical factor of success that can be wrapped up in the ego discussion: Namely, there is a significant difference between big ego and big ambition. Both may achieve the same goals, but the first is motivated by the attention it will bring to the leader, while the second is driven by the advances it will bring to the ministry. All leaders must be ambitious to be successful, but those who can find the right balance between their personal vision and that of the greater good are the ones who will be successful long term.

				Confront Sin

				There is no wiggle room when addressing pride that is the root of a leader’s ego. It is sin, no matter how you cut it.

				Jesus identifies pride among a list of what we consider especially ugly sins: “Out of a person’s heart, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, wickedness, deceit, lustful desires, envy, slander, pride, and foolishness” (Mark 7:21–22).

				The leaders God blessed repented of their pride: “Then Hezekiah humbled himself and repented of his pride, as did the people of Jerusalem. So the LORD’s anger did not fall on them during Hezekiah’s lifetime” (2 Chron. 32:26).

				Christian statesman John Stott writes, “Pride, then, is more than the first of the seven deadly sins; it is itself the essence of all sin. For it is the stubborn refusal to let God be God, with the corresponding ambition to take his place. It is the attempt to dethrone God and enthrone ourselves. Sin is self-deification.”3

				Pastor Rick Warren expresses the same tone, saying, “I think the worst sin is pride. In fact, the Bible says it. The Bible says that pride is the worst sin. It is, as the Bible says, it’s the sin that got Satan kicked out of heaven.… Pride goes before destruction.”4 

				The challenges of an ego-driven leader are not solved through the retooling of leadership gifts. Only at the foot of the cross in repentance can God bring about genuine change: “Human pride will be brought down, and human arrogance will be humbled. Only the LORD will be exalted” (Isa. 2:11).

				Who you are as a person when no one is looking is more important than the most public thing you will ever do in leadership. Godly leaders have overcome the roots of sin that allow their ego to dominate their leadership. They have done the hard work it takes over years to personally become less so that Jesus can be more in their lives. While keeping strong their God-given ambition, they have assured that pride cannot take root to erode the future of their ministry. These longview leaders have made a personal investment and have built accountability into their relationships to assure they are developing a God-honoring character as the first requirement of their responsibility to those they serve as leader.

				Notes
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