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FOREWORD

Gary A. Haugen


In October of 2004, I gave each of my colleagues at International Justice Mission two gifts: a blank leather journal with the words “8:30 Stillness” embossed on the cover and a book by Ruth Haley Barton.

As an organization, we were experiencing incredible growth on a global scale. We were bringing rescue to victims of violent injustice in the most desperate places of suffering in our world, and we did so by working directly with local law enforcement and government officials to prove that justice for the poor is possible. We were witnessing miracles from the hand of God, and it was clear that the adventure had only just begun.

In the midst of this season of tremendous growth and change, I took a sabbatical with the intention of setting apart time to talk with God about what he was doing in our midst and where we were headed as we pursued his work of justice. As I emerged from my sabbatical, I shared with our team the conviction that had grown within me and presented my colleagues with the mysteriously named “8:30 Stillness” journal and Ruth’s book.

I sensed that God desired for IJM to experience more of his presence and his power. But we were not yet ready to receive it.

As an organization, we had a regular rhythm of praying together every day at 11 a.m. And yet, all too often our work would veer into prayerless striving rather than expectant abiding. We longed for transformation—in ourselves and in the lives of those we sought to serve. We longed to know more deeply the love of our good Father who leads us in transformation. And yet, we needed a more disciplined attentiveness that would ready us to receive more of God’s presence and power. We needed to learn to be still, to wait on the Lord, to simply be with him.

The gift of the journal and Ruth’s book Invitation to Solitude and Silence was a signpost of sorts, pointing us toward a new season. Perhaps more aptly it was a toolbox, equipping us for the journey into deeper readiness to experience God’s miracles of transformation—both in the world and our souls. With the blessing of our board of directors, beginning on that day when staff received their gift of the journal and book, 8:30 a.m. was declared to be the formal beginning of every IJM workday and also a time of complete stillness for all—a time we simply call “8:30 Stillness.”

Now imagine with me for a moment, a staff of high-performing lawyers, criminal investigators, social workers and professionals in Washington, DC, and offices across the developing world, rushing into the office to begin their day, faced with the task of fighting slavery, human trafficking, police abuse, and other forms of violent oppression. As these staff arrive at their desks, their first order of business is to stop. All phones are off. Laptops closed. No email. No meetings.

Just silence. Solitude. Stillness. For thirty minutes.

On any given day, stillness can be hard. Even awkward, frustrating. We come to each day like a jar of river water that has been shaken. The water is murky, impossible to see through. But as the jar sits still—unmoved—the silt and sediment begin to settle. Clearer waters emerge. So too, in the stillness that enables solitude and silence, the mud and mire of our souls begin to settle and clarity emerges. In solitude and silence, we become aware of the inner needs and desires that we bring to the day. Then we can talk to God, our good and loving Father, about what it is we actually need for that day, asking for his wisdom, his guidance, his grace to prevail.

I am utterly convinced that God works miracles of transformation in the world through miraculously transformed people. God is eager for us to be with him, to know his love and his goodness, even as he calls us to lead with great courage in the world around us. What we have learned is that the transformation we so long for comes when, whether we feel like it or not, we actually show up and choose to be still in the presence of our good God.

It doesn’t matter who you are or what kind of work faces you on any given day; facing the demands that confront you and choosing to be still and wait on the Lord before rushing into action is a feat that only the Spirit of God can make possible. And yet the choice to pursue daily stillness has the potential to be, perhaps more than anything else, the very crucible for the world-altering transformation every Christ-following leader is longing for.

Ruth Haley Barton has dedicated her life to distilling the wisdom to be found within these spiritual disciplines that position us to be strengthened and renewed at the level of our souls. Her guidance has been indispensable in the body of Christ at large, but also in particular to my colleagues and me at IJM. Leaders at IJM have been well guided throughout many seasons by the companionship of this very book in your hands, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership, the assessment tool this new edition now offers (see the appendix “How Is It with Your Soul?”), and the quarterly retreat experiences Ruth leads through the Transforming Center.

Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership, alongside Ruth’s wise counsel and friendship, has ministered to the entire IJM family and to me in extraordinary ways. It is a great honor to commend this book on the occasion of its tenth anniversary. Indeed, like Ruth’s leadership, the wisdom in this book will guide us into the decade ahead knowing better how to seek the restoration of our souls that can lead to the transformation of the world.

How deeply we need this restoration and transformation, and all the more as we move further into the work of the kingdom and the promise of Jesus that he is, with us, making all things new.
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This is a book about the soul—your soul, my soul and the soul of our leadership.

When I refer to the soul1, I am not talking about some ill-defined, amorphous, soft-around-the-edges sort of thing. I am talking about the part of you that is most real—the very essence of you that God knew before he brought you forth in physical form, the part that will exist after your body goes into the ground. This is the “you” that exists beyond any role you play, any job you perform, any relationship that seems to define you, or any notoriety or success you may have achieved. It is the part of you that longs for more of God than you have right now, the part that may, even now, be aware of “missing” God amid the challenges of life in ministry.

Jesus indicates that it is possible to gain the whole world but lose your own soul. If he were talking to us as Christian leaders today, he might point out that it is possible to gain the world of ministry success and lose your own soul in the midst of it all. He might remind us that it is possible to find your soul, after so much seeking, only to lose it again.

If Jesus were speaking to us today, he might also point out that when leaders lose their souls, so do the churches and organizations they lead. “Soul slips away easily2 from a church or an institution,” Gordon Cosby, founding pastor of Church of the Saviour in Washington, D.C., points out. “You may go to any of these places and find that the Spirit has departed and the Shekinah is gone. . . . When a local church loses its soul it begins to slip into mediocrity and is unable to give life. The average person doesn’t even know when a church begins to lose its soul. It takes unusual deeper wisdom to see it, and then when we see it, it is costly beyond words to retrieve it.”

Losing your soul is sort of like losing a credit card. You think it’s in your wallet so you don’t give it much thought until one day you reach for it and can’t find it. The minute you realize it’s gone, you start scrambling to find it, trying to remember when you last used it or at least had it in your possession. No matter what is going on in your life, you stop and look for it, because otherwise major damage could be done. Oh, that we would feel the same sense of urgency when we become aware that we have lost our souls!


THE BEST THING WE BRING TO LEADERSHIP


I have been in leadership roles all of my life—everything from serving in lay leadership positions in small churches to being on the pastoral staff of larger churches to my current responsibilities as cofounder and president of a not-for-profit ministry organization. I know what it is to serve under someone else’s leadership and I know what it is to be the-buck-stops-here person and bear the weight of responsibility for carrying out a vision that has been given by God. Beyond my own experiences, I have spent years providing spiritual direction to individuals and groups of leaders on retreat and in their own settings, listening to their soul cries which are so similar to my own. These cries are gut-wrenching and consistent: there has to be more to life in leadership than many of us are experiencing.

In all this listening to my own life and to the lives of others, I have become convinced that the More that we are looking for is the transformation of our souls in the presence of God. It is what we want for ourselves and it is what we want for those we are leading. And that is exactly what this book is about. It is about the presence of God in the middle of a person’s leadership. It is an exploration of the relationship between a person’s private encounters with God in solitude and the call to leadership in the public arena. What difference does solitude and spiritual seeking make in the life of a leader—really? Is it a self-indulgent luxury that only those who are not very busy or not very much in demand can afford? Is the practice of solitude only relevant to a mystical few? Or is it more fundamental to spiritual leadership than that, type-A personalities and all?

That being said, this is not an answer book about leadership, because, quite frankly, I have more questions than answers these days. It’s like the man who said, “I used to have no children and six theories [about parenting]. Now I have six children and no theories!” Somehow, when I was working in someone else’s field (so to speak), I had lots of theories and, to be completely honest, lots of critiques. Now that I have borne the full weight of responsibility for an organization for a number of years, I have fewer theories, more questions and greater respect for others who have set out to lead toward a vision. I have discovered that it is so much harder than you think to create something out of nothing. Things happen that you never imagined would happen to you. The lines are much finer, the issues a lot grayer, the people so much harder to figure out, your own foibles so much more real, more deeply ingrained and more obvious to others than you ever knew.

However, I do know what some of the most fruitful questions are for leaders who want to continue to stay on the spiritual path amid the challenges of leadership. I know what it is like to walk into God’s presence with those questions day after day, waiting on God to move or to shift something inside me while at the same time still needing to lead in the public arena. I know how important it is to have a spiritual guide or companion during those times when everything in us wants to get up and do something—anything!—rather than stay in that Presence. And I have walked the path of taking that tender, transforming soul back into the leadership arena and seeking to lead from that place, with all the risk that that involves.




A LEADER’S INVITATION TO SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION


Strengthening the soul of your leadership is an invitation to enter more deeply into the process of spiritual transformation and to choose to lead from that place. It is an opportunity to forge a connection between our souls and our leadership rather than experiencing them as separate arenas of our lives.

Spiritual transformation is the process by which Christ is formed in us for the glory of God, for the abundance of our own lives and for the sake of others. The biblical metaphors that are used in reference to the transformation process (the formation of the embryo in its mother’s womb referred to in Galatians 4:19 and the metamorphosis [transformation] of the caterpillar into a butterfly alluded to in Romans 12:2) indicate that it is an organic process that goes far beyond mere behavioral tweaks to work deep, fundamental changes at the very core of our being. In the process of transformation the Spirit of God moves us from behaviors motivated by fear and self-protection to trust and abandonment to God; from selfishness and self-absorption to freely offering the gifts of the authentic self; from the ego’s desperate attempts to control the outcomes of our lives to an ability to give ourselves over to the will of God which is often the foolishness of this world. This kind of change is not something we can produce or manufacture for ourselves but it is what we most need. It is what those around us most need.




Crucible3: A place or set of circumstances

where people or things are subjected to forces

that test them and often make them change.







Lest we are tempted to view this as a glorified self-help project or an occasion for more activism, it is important for us to embrace spiritual transformation as a process that is full of mystery. It is a phenomenon that is outside the range of what human beings can accomplish on their own. It can only be grasped and experienced through divine intervention. God is the one who initiates and guides the process and brings it to fruition. The soul-full leader is appropriately humbled by this realization and also relieved to not have to bear the heavy weight of responsibility for changing herself or others. The soul-full leader is faithful to the one thing he can do—create the conditions that set us up for an encounter with God in the places where we need it most. To continually seek God in the crucible of ministry no matter how hard it gets.




THE LANGUAGE OF THE SOUL


As a spiritual director, my primary intent in this book is to guide you into encounters with God in the places where you need it most in the context of your leadership. Thus, you will find practice sections at the end of each chapter that are intended to guide you into an experience with God in much the same way I would guide you if we were together in spiritual direction or on retreat.

These practices will help you move into solitude and communion with God by encouraging you first of all to become quiet—which is no small thing!—and to pay attention to your breathing. This is a very simple way of calming the chaos in our souls and listening to the Spirit of God whom the Scriptures describe as the wind, the pneuma, the very breath of God. This Spirit is closer to us than our own breath.

As you become quieter in God’s presence, the opportunity for prayer and honest communication with God opens up through the use of guided meditations and prayers that are written in poetic form. This is the language of the soul meant to draw out your soul and help you say what you need to say to God and hold you in a place of listening to what God wants to say to your soul.

Many of us leader-types are unaccustomed to the language of the soul and its quieter ways. Some reject it outright as being too “soft” or somehow fundamentally opposed to the life of an activistic leader. But the truth is that many of us have reached a place where we have acquired a lot of knowledge and know-how and we have accomplished much, but we know that something is missing. We are desperate to find our way back to some sort of intimacy with God that feeds our own souls. We long to receive a word from God that is spoken to our own hearts alone rather than being meant for public consumption. It takes practice to become conversant in the language of the soul; the practice sections are designed to help you do just that—to help you enter into the communion your soul seeks.

When you come to the practice section at the end of the chapter, think of it as being like that moment on retreat when you have received teaching and are now ready to spend time alone with God and try some things for yourself. It is the time when we say, “It is not good enough to just talk about these things. We need to practice, we need to find ways of entering in.”




FINDING OURSELVES IN THE STORY


I have relied heavily on the life of Moses as a window into the different aspects of leadership in which we might learn to seek God and allow God to strengthen us to provide spiritual leadership to others. I have been drawn to the story of Moses because I have found it to be so complete in illustrating the different aspects of leadership and so unflinchingly honest about the challenges leaders experience. The story of Moses demonstrates that this journey of strengthening the soul of your leadership is not just for “contemplative pastors” or mystical writers. This journey is for leaders who have a job to do, who have places to go and people to lead. It is for all of us.

Even more importantly, I have interacted with the story of Moses because this is where I was able to find myself in the biblical story when I came closest to giving up on ministry and leadership. During that dark time, Moses taught me how to pray, how to stay faithful, how to wait, how to lead and how to let go when it was time. I don’t think I would still be here doing what I’m doing if it were not for his story.

Having said that, there are also places where a New Testament perspective and the life of Christ are needed to give a fuller picture, since following Christ to the best of our understanding and ability is essential to our lives as people and as leaders. And so at times when referencing New Testament teachings and examples seemed necessary, I tried to incorporate them without being too disruptive to the flow of our interactions with Moses.

[image: ]

I have only one desire for this book, really, and that is that it will lead you into encounters with God that will strengthen the soul of your leadership in the places where you need it most. Truly, the best thing any of us have to bring to leadership is our own transforming selves. That is the journey I am committed to, however feebly at times, and it is the journey to which you are also being invited. So if seeking God with all of your heart, soul, mind and strength is the journey you are longing for . . . if you are willing to allow yourself to be transformed by what takes place there . . . if you are interested in forging a connection between your own journey of transformation and your leadership . . . then let us get on the path together and see where God leads.



O God of such truth as sweeps away all lies,

of such grace as shrivels all excuses,

 come now to find us

for we have lost our selves

in a shuffle of disguises

and the rattle of empty words.

 

Let your Spirit move mercifully

to recreate us from

the chaos of our lives.

 

We have been careless

of our days,

our loves,

 our gifts,

 our chances. . . .

 

Our prayer is to change, O God,

 not out of despair of self

but for love of you,

and for the selves we long to become

 before we simply waste away.

 

Let your mercy move in and through us now. . . .

 

Amen.



TED LODER, MY HEART IN MY MOUTH4
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Several years ago, during an unusually intense season of ministry, I made a comment to a friend that surprised us both. Before I could censor my thoughts, I heard myself saying, “I’m tired of helping other people enjoy God; I just want to enjoy God for myself.” This was both surprising and alarming, because what I was really saying was that my leadership, which usually flows from what is going on in my own soul, was at that moment disconnected from the reality of God in my own life.

It was not the first time I had noticed such slippage, nor would it be the last, but it was certainly one of the most clearly articulated! As my friend and I sat quietly together, the words of a poem written by Ted Loder came to me—a poem we had used many times in the Transforming Center to guide people into an honest moment with God. It sounded something like this: “Holy One, there is something I wanted to tell you, but there have been errands to run, bills to pay, meetings to attend, washing to do . . . and I forget what it is I wanted to say to you, and forget what I am about or why. Oh God, don’t forget me please, for the sake of Jesus Christ.”

As those words recited themselves in my mind, I realized that there was something I wanted to say to God but had been too busy and too out of touch with my own soul to say. What I wanted to say to God was “I miss you.” This awareness came with such force that it felt like being knocked over by a wave that had been gathering strength while my back was turned.


SOMETHING’S NOT QUITE RIGHT


Such moments come to all of us—moments when our leadership feels like something we “put on” like a piece of clothing pulled out of the closet for a particular occasion rather than something that flows from a deep inner well fed by a pure source. Perhaps you have experienced this dynamic in your own way. Perhaps you are preparing to preach or lead a Bible study and you have the sinking realization that you are getting ready to exhort others in values and behaviors you are not living yourself. Maybe you are a worship leader and notice that more and more frequently you are manufacturing a display of emotion because it has been too long since you experienced any real intimacy with God. Or perhaps someone needs pastoral care and you realize that you just don’t care. You rally your energy to go through the motions, but you know that your heart is devoid of real compassion.

In her book Leaving Church, former parish priest and award-winning preacher Barbara Brown Taylor describes what it was like to feel her soul slipping away. She says:


Many of the things1 that were happening inside of me seemed too shameful to talk about out loud. Laid low by what was happening at Grace-Calvary, I did not have the energy to put a positive spin on anything. . . . Beyond my luminous images of Sunday mornings I saw the committee meetings, the numbing routines, and the chronically difficult people who took up a large part of my time. Behind my heroic image of myself I saw my tiresome perfectionism, my resentment of those who did not try as hard as I did, and my huge appetite for approval. I saw the forgiving faces of my family, left behind every holiday for the last fifteen years, while I went to conduct services for other people and their families.

 Above all, I saw that my desire to draw as near to God as I could had backfired on me somehow. Drawn to care for hurt things, I had ended up with compassion fatigue. Drawn to a life of servanthood, I had ended up a service provider. Drawn to marry the Divine Presence, I had ended up estranged. . . . Like the bluebirds that sat on my windowsills, pecking at the reflections they saw in the glass, I could not reach the greenness for which my soul longed. For years I had believed that if I just kept at it, the glass would finally disappear. Now for the first time, I wondered if I had devoted myself to an illusion.



Sometimes our sense that something is not quite right is more subtle, as it was for one young pastor who had come for spiritual direction. With keen self-awareness he observed, “I find [leadership] conferences to be very exciting on one level, but there is something darker that happens as well. Sometimes they leave me feeling competitive toward other churches and what they are accomplishing. I leave the conference feeling dissatisfied with my own situation—my own staff, my own resources, my own gifts and abilities. My ego gets ramped up to do bigger and better things, and then I go home and drive everyone crazy. Three months later, the conference notebook is on a bookshelf somewhere, and I have returned to life as usual with a vague feeling of uneasiness about my effectiveness as leader, never quite sure if I am measuring up.”

This was not meant to be a critique of any particular conference; rather, he was courageously naming in God’s presence and in the presence of another person what was taking place inside his soul in the context of his leadership. His desire was to hear from God in that place. He knew that if his soul was to be well, he could not afford to live his life driven blindly by unexamined inner dynamics.




HOW IS IT WITH YOUR SOUL?


When the early Wesleyan bands of Christ-followers got together in small group meetings, their first question to each other was “How is it with your soul?” This is the best possible question for us as Christian leaders in light of Jesus’ warning and in light of what we witness in and around us. So how is it with your soul?

Some of us know that we are losing bits and pieces of our soul every day, and we are scared to death that we might go over the edge. Others of us are still hanging in there fairly well, but we are not sure how long we will last. All of us have watched ministry friends and colleagues endure heartbreak, failure or betrayal so profound that they left ministry and are now selling real estate.

Those of us who have been in ministry for any length of time at all are under no illusion that we are exempt from such outcomes. Even the young ones know better these days. One emerging leader wrote, “I feel the call of God to move deeper and deeper into service through preaching and leadership. At the same time I am keenly aware of what ministry is doing to the personal spiritual lives of almost everyone I know on staff or in key volunteer positions in the church. I am increasingly unsure about how one is supposed to navigate the time commitments of ministry and one’s personal journey toward growth and wholeness. I find myself wondering if the two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

These are uncomfortable admissions, and paying attention to them requires a certain kind of courage because we don’t know where such honest reflections will take us. However, if we are willing to listen to our uneasiness, it might lead us to important questions that are lurking under the surface of our Christian busyness. “How does spiritual leadership differ from other models for leadership?” we might find ourselves wondering. “And how can I be strengthened at the soul level to provide such leadership? What would it look like for me to lead more consistently from my soul—the place of my own encounter with God—rather than leading primarily from my head, my unbridled activism, or my performance-oriented drivenness? What would it be like to find God in the context of my leadership rather than miss God in the context of my leadership?”




THE CHALLENGE OF SPIRITUAL LEADERSHIP


The soulful leader pays attention to such inner realities and the questions that they raise rather than ignoring them and continuing the charade or judging himself or herself harshly and thus cutting off the possibility of deeper awareness. Spiritual leadership emerges from our willingness to stay involved with our own soul—that place where God’s Spirit is at work stirring up our deepest questions and longings to draw us deeper into relationship with him. Staying involved with our soul is not narcissistic navel gazing; rather, this kind of attentiveness helps us stay on the path of becoming our true self in God—a self that is capable of an ever-deepening yes to God’s call on our life.

But right away this presents us with a challenge. For one thing, the soul is a tender thing, and leadership can be very dangerous. As Parker Palmer says, “The soul is like a wild animal2—tough, resilient, resourceful, savvy. It knows how to survive in hard places. But it is also shy. Just like a wild animal, it seeks safety in the dense underbrush. If we want to see a wild animal, we know that the last thing we should do is go crashing through the woods yelling for it to come out.”

The settings in which many of us are trying to provide leadership are places where everyone is crashing through the woods together, harried and breathless, staying on the surface of the intellect and the ego while all things soulful flee deeper into the woods. Besides that, we know that the leader is often the one who gets shot at or voted off the island. The savvy soul knows better than to run out into a clearing, thereby giving everyone a better shot!

Beyond the challenge of coaxing the soul to show up in such a dangerous environment, there are the many challenges that present themselves once the soul does make an appearance and starts sniffing around. As we become more attentive to our environments through the eyes of the soul, we might notice tension between what the spiritual life requires and what it takes to be (or at least appear!) successful in the current cultural milieu. On our good days, we might experience these tensions as a place of paradox where creative solutions might be found, but on other days they feel like polarities that are impossible to manage.

These days (and maybe every day) there is real tension between what the human soul needs in order to be truly well and what life in leadership encourages and even requires. There is the tension between being and doing, community and cause, truth-telling and putting the right spin on things. There is the tension between the time it takes to love people and the need for expediency. There is the tension between the need for measurable goals and the difficulty of measuring that which is ultimately immeasurable by anyone but God himself.

There is the tension between the need for organizational hierarchy with all the power dynamics this creates and the mutuality and interdependence of life in community to which we as Christians are called. There is the tension between knowing how to “work the system” and entering into trustworthy relationships characterized by trust and a commitment to one another’s well-being. There is the tension between the need for an easy discipleship process through which we can efficiently herd lots of people and the patient, plodding and ultimately mysterious nature of the spiritual transformation process. And then there is the challenge of knowing how to speak of these things in fruitful ways in the very inside places of power without becoming polarized in our relationships with one another.




NOT FOR THE FAINT OF HEART


Leadership that functions creatively and spiritually in the midst of paradox is not for the faint of heart. It is much easier to give in to one polarity or the other. Peter Senge notes in The Fifth Discipline, “Emotional tension can always3 be relieved by adjusting the one pole of the creative tension that is completely under our control at all times—the vision. The feelings that we dislike go away because the creative tension that was their source is reduced. Our goals are now much closer to our current reality. Escaping emotional tension is easy—the only price we pay is abandoning what we truly want, our vision.” A spiritual leader is not willing to merely escape emotional tension; rather, he or she has the stamina and staying power to remain in that place of creative tension until a third way opens up that somehow honors both realities.

The temptation to compromise basic Christian values—love, community, truth-telling, confession and reconciliation, silent listening and waiting on God for discernment—for the sake of expedience is very great. In a high performance culture (both secular culture and religious), holding to deep spiritual values in the face of the pressure to perform—whether performance is measured by numbers, new buildings or the latest innovation—is one of the greatest challenges of spiritual leadership.

When I was growing up as a pastor’s kid, my dad’s responsibilities as a pastor were in some ways very simple. He preached on Sundays and sometimes Wednesday evenings. He visited the sick and counseled those in need of pastoral care. He sat with the elders, and they made decisions together regarding the ministries and business aspects of the church. That was about it and that was enough!

These days, the pastoral/ministry role is much more complicated. Now, in addition to those basic responsibilities, many pastors are expected to function like CEOs of large corporations. They are expected to be strategic thinkers and planners. They are expected to be good managers. They are expected to preach sermons that are culturally relevant and contribute expertise and innovative ideas regarding production and programming. They are expected to lead fundraisers and capital campaigns. They are expected to be skilled at interpersonal relating but also to command the attention of large crowds. Such expectations generate many places of paradox that will respond to nothing less than the tough, resourceful, savvy, resilient soul that was so hard to coax out in the first place!

The only way to begin facing these challenges is to keep seeking tenaciously after God through spiritual disciplines that keep us grounded in the presence of God at the center of our being. Solitude and silence in particular enable us to experience a place of authenticity within and to invite God to meet us there. In solitude we are rescued from relentless human striving to solve the challenges of ministry through intellectual achievements and hard work, so that we can experience the life of the Spirit guiding toward that true way that lies between one polarity and another. In silence we give up control and allow God to be God in our life rather than being a thought in our head or an illustration in a sermon. In that place of our seeking we listen for the still, small voice of God telling us who we really are and what is real from a spiritual point of view. Then we are not quite so enslaved by the demands and expectations of life in leadership.




The central question is, Are the leaders of the future

truly men and women of God,

people with an ardent desire to dwell in God’s presence,

to listen to God’s voice, to look at God’s beauty,

to touch God’s incarnate Word

and to taste fully God’s infinite goodness? 

HENRI NOUWEN, IN THE NAME OF JESUS










WHAT I KNOW FOR SURE


The market is glutted with books on leadership, and many contain contradictory messages. I’m not sure anyone has the full perspective— really. But one of the things I know for sure is that those who are looking to us for spiritual sustenance need us first and foremost to be spiritual seekers ourselves. They need us to keep searching for the bread of life that feeds our own souls so that we can guide them to places of sustenance for their own souls. Then, rather than offering the cold stone of past devotionals, regurgitated apologetics or someone else’s musings about the spiritual life, we will have bread to offer that is warm from the oven of our intimacy with God.

I often receive e-mails and questions about the “training” I received to prepare me for offering spiritual leadership through writing, teaching, retreat leadership and the work of the Transforming Center. What follows their initial question is usually an inquiry about what training I would recommend for them as they pursue a similar path. This question always gives me pause, because it was not so much the training I have received that has prepared me for what I am doing now—although I have been privileged to receive some excellent training. It is the path I have been on that has prepared me for the leadership I bring now. And it was my desperate seeking after God that began when I was a young leader in my early thirties that put me on this path. Each and every risky step I took with God, along with willingness to move far outside of my comfort zone, prepared me for what I do today.

As I searched I had no idea or intention that I would lead anyone else in such endeavors. In fact, my spiritual search led me to drop out of ministry at one point, and I thought my life in leadership was over. But I was so desperate for God that nothing else mattered. God eventually called me back into ministry, but it was that time of intense spiritual seeking that set everything in motion, and it is all by God’s grace. Reflecting back on those early experiences reminds me every day that the most important thing I can do as a leader today is to keep seeking God in depths of my own soul—no matter what it costs.




A LEADER WITH STRENGTH OF SOUL


As my calling into leadership has deepened and the terrain has become more rugged, I have been drawn to the story of Moses, because his hard-won strength of soul forged in his private encounters with God gave him the staying power he needed for the long haul of leadership. He made it all the way to the finish line of his life in leadership not because he knew how to think about leadership and conceptualize it in clever ways. He lasted because he allowed his leadership challenges to catalyze and draw him into a level of reliance on God that he might not have pursued had it not been for his great need for God which he experienced most profoundly in the crucible of leadership. He literally had no place else to go!

Moses’ whole life can be viewed through the lens of his private encounters with God and how his soul was strengthened through those encounters. He did not seem to have any great strategies for leadership except to seek God in solitude and then carry out what God revealed to him there. He routinely sought God out (or God sought him), there was an encounter, and then Moses did what God told him to do. For Moses, leadership was that simple!

Today we might say that that is too simplistic an approach to leadership given the complexities and the unique challenges of life in our culture. Perhaps. I, like you, have been around the leadership block too many times to accept simplistic answers to complex questions. However, I also believe that there is such a thing as the simplicity beyond the complexity, and perhaps this is a part of it.




A LEADER’S JOURNEY INTO SOLITUDE AND SILENCE


The discipline of solitude is a key discipline for all those who seek after God. It is the primary place where the leader’s soul is strengthened. However, a leader’s journey into solitude and silence has particular challenges. One of the reasons solitude is so challenging for leaders is that the activities and experiences associated with leadership can be very addicting. The idea that I can do something about this, that or the other thing feeds something in us that is voracious in its appetite. That something is the ego or the false self, which, over time, identifies itself and shores itself up with external accomplishments and achievements, roles and titles, power and prestige. Leadership roles, by their very nature, give a lot of fodder to the ego. To remove ourselves, even for a time, from the very arena where we are receiving so much of our identity can be difficult if not impossible for leaders, no matter how much mental assent we give to the idea.

Many leaders preach solitude better than they practice it, and I suspect that this may be the heart of the matter. Leaders are busy, yes. Solitude necessitates that we pull away from the demands of our lives in ministry, which is never easy and involves many logistical challenges. But I wonder if the real reason we resist actually moving into solitude may have more to do with the anxiety that comes as we pull away from that which we have allowed to define us externally. Usually we’re not willing to let go of that unless we are desperate. As we discover in Moses’ story, it almost always takes some level of desperation for a leader to move beyond mere dabbling in solitude and silence and into the kind of encounters with God that Moses experienced.

And so I have found myself wanting to learn more about what happened to Moses in those times alone with God and how his leadership emerged from them. I have been jealous to experience even a fraction of the Presence that kept Moses so clear about his calling. I have longed to be as tenacious as Moses in battling it out with God rather than giving up (or dreaming about giving up) when the going gets tough. I have asked God for the kind of courage and staying power that enabled Moses to stay faithful over the long haul of leadership. And I have cried out for the grace to live with my own limitations and imperfections, as Moses did, and not be completely derailed by them.

Moses’ encounters with God in solitude were clearly his lifeline, his only means of survival. When he got to the end of his life, he was described as the greatest prophet in Israel, whom the Lord knew face to face. He did not achieve his vision the way he had envisioned it, but he knew God and God knew him—which is perhaps the greatest achievement of all. These days, that is all I want.


PRACTICE


Someone has said, “You’d be surprised at what your soul wants to say to God.”

For those of us who are in leadership, it is often hard to find space that is quiet enough and safe enough for the soul to be as honest as it needs to be. We don’t often take the time to sit quietly by the base of the tree of our own lives and wait for the wild animal we seek to put in an appearance. Here is an invitation to sit quietly for a few moments for the sole purpose of allowing your soul to say what it needs to say to God. Don’t try to force anything or work hard to make something happen. The soul runs from such attempts. Just sit quietly in God’s presence and see what shows itself. This may take time but when your soul has finally said that thing that it has been waiting to say, you will know. If you sit long enough, you might also be surprised at what God wants to say to your soul.





[image: ]



Holy One,4

there is something I wanted to tell you

but there have been errands to run,

bills to pay,

arrangements to make,

meetings to attend,

friends to entertain,

washing to do . . .

and I forget what it is I wanted to say to you,

and mostly I forget what I’m about,

or why.

O God, 

don’t forget me, please,

for the sake of Jesus Christ. . . .

 

O Father in Heaven,

perhaps you’ve already heard what I wanted to tell you.

What I wanted to ask is

forgive me,

 heal me,

increase my courage, please.

Renew in me a little of love and faith,

and a sense of confidence,

and a vision of what it might mean

to live as though you were real,

and I mattered,

and everyone was sister and brother.

 

What I wanted to ask in my blundering way is

don’t give up on me,

don’t become too sad about me,

but laugh with me,

and try again with me,

 and I will with you, too.



TED LODER, GUERRILLAS OF GRACE
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