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TO MELISSA WONG AND HANZO HAMAMURA,

with whom I have experienced

the deepest level of both hope and lament in sharing leadership.

ALOHA PUMEHANA






Foreword
ALEXIA SALVATIERRA



SINCE 2021, I HAVE SERVED as the academic dean of the Centro Latino of Fuller Theological Seminary, a fifty-year-old theological educational program for Spanish-speaking and bilingual students. One of the most challenging aspects of my job is to ensure that the seminary, historically structured to serve the dominant majority culture in the United States, serves our students well. This has meant advocating for translation in contexts where the expense for this service has never been budgeted and for higher general scholarship levels amid a widespread financial crisis.

While this is a frustrating process, it has also given birth to an important insight that I call the choque. The word choque in the Spanglish world is often used to refer to a car accident. The experience of running into the dominant culture’s unconscious claim to universality creates the same set of physical and emotional reactions as a car accident—disorientation, confusion, pain, and shame. A natural impulse is to suppress the feelings, accept the current reality, and support the status quo. However, in that process, the particular potential contribution of the minority culture is lost—not only to its detriment but to the diminishment of the whole.

One of the most common choques that I encounter in my work is with a nexus of assumptions around individualism. I remember when a colleague with more experience in academia told me that I needed to write as an individual author, not with a team of coauthors, if I wanted to achieve tenure. I could not imagine why I would not write with a team, as the overall product would always be richer with the integration of different perspectives. When I explain my collective orientation, my colleagues almost always see the value of this vision and its corresponding skills. However, they often question how much value it contributes, whether the gain is worth the risk or the profit worth the loss. I have found that other minority leaders who experience a choque are often unwilling to fight for our perspectives to be valued and incorporated. Fighting for not only inclusion but equal recognition feels like a risk without much hope of reward.

When I read You Were Never Meant to Lead Alone, I wanted to stand up and cheer! Pastor Strawser is fearless, unflinching, and amazingly articulate in her case for a collective model of leadership that is both more faithful to the gospel and more effective for the twenty-first-century context. She also takes on another choque; she models being both bold and humble. She takes us through the detailed application of the model in her context while recognizing that no particular element is absolute. She admits that the APEST model (Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, Shepherds, and Teachers) is limited and does not fully reflect reality, particularly in communities of color, but she makes a strong case for its utility. Her examples are not designed to inspire imitation but rather creativity and faith.

This is a necessary book for this kairos moment. May it midwife the change that the church needs for the sake of the world.









Prologue


“EUN, YOU DO KNOW THAT THIS HASN’T HAPPENED just to you, right?” my therapist asked quietly.

I was tearful, asking her if there was something broken in me. How could another church leadership experience result in such a heavy degree of harm? Maybe I was doing something wrong? Or what if there was something inherently wrong with me.

Within just a few years’ time, I was the first woman pastor to be invited into two different Christian institutional executive-leadership positions, one in a local church in the fastest-growing and largest denomination in my region and the second in an international church-planting organization, boasting over six hundred alumni church plants. Both were male-dominated spaces with two male executive-level leaders already in place. I was up for the challenge and excited about the chance to contribute. But when I raised some questions about leadership in either organization, I was met with drastic reactions. In the local church setting, I was once told, “If you don’t follow what the leader says, then you’re not obeying God.” At another point, a top-tier leader told me to sign a letter of admission of absolute fault to protect a male co-leader—because it would “benefit the church.” In the translocal setting, I was once told that all comments related to race and diversity must first go through one of the White male leaders before being brought up at any level of leadership. Another time, upon offering a grievance about workplace safety, I was told that I can either leave or conform.

My therapist gently brought me back from my grief and continued, “No, Eun. You’re not alone in this.” She proceeded to explain that, particularly as a woman pastor, a co-vocational pastor, an Asian American pastor, and an immigrant pastor, I share with many marginalized church leaders the experience of spiritual abuse, workplace inequities and attributional ambiguities, and both gender and racial discrimination. She then said the most striking thing: “Each of these methods of power in church leadership is a sin.”

I needed to recognize some of the impacts of hierarchical church leadership as sin rather than dismiss them or make excuses for them: boys will be boys; churches will be churches. The three Hebrew words often translated as “sin” can help to clarify this: khata, avon, and pesha. Khata means “missing the goal”; avon best translates to “distorting what is good”; and pesha points to the consequences of “violating trust.”1 Outcomes of hierarchical church leadership are sinful when they have missed, distorted, or violated the trust of those they lead. Church leadership is about sharing leadership—how the first-century church exemplified leadership. Missiologists not only herald a sending God in the missio Dei; they also include the communal trinitarian God who shares leadership.2

I have endured pain both in hierarchical models of church leadership and in shared leadership. I will argue that hierarchical church leadership has so insidiously become the norm that it bleeds into the construct of shared leadership. When sharing leadership fails, it often isn’t because sharing leadership doesn’t work; it’s because the church has once again participated in missing the goal, distorting what is good, and violating trust.

I also needed to recognize that I am not alone in this. My husband, Steve, and I, along with our three young adult and teenage kids, moved to Hawaii from West Philadelphia almost two decades ago. In the islands, I have often heard: “Another beautiful day in Hawai‘i nei.” I love that word nei. It translates to “this” or “here.”3 But it’s more than that; it’s a hyperlink to fill out the Hawaiian saying, e ia nei, which means, “You, beloved, who are here.” When my therapist told me that I am not alone in this, I heard, You, beloved, who are here, whose presence and lived story matter and take up actual space, are not alone.

The most fruitful way that I have been utterly convinced of this not-alone-ness has been in hearing other leaders’ stories of experiencing abuse and loss of power. I have heard the White woman pastor who was outcast from her own hometown because her initial congregation could not comprehend being led by a woman. Through grief and loss, she has regained her voice by joining with indigenous Native residents where she is a guest and now experiences the love of Creator God with them. I have heard the Black immigrant male pastor who, because his congregation was disenfranchised and disabled, couldn’t even convince his White and Black peers ministering in the same city that he indeed pastored a real church. I have heard the Latina pastors who put their own reputations on the line in naming and challenging abuse of power from their Latino brothers, as if they broke a cultural code by “snitching.” I have listened to the Korean American woman pastor who now leads a church that resides in a building once occupied by a Mars Hill megachurch, doing the repair and reparation work with the community that she does not bear guilt for. I have listened to the immigrant male pastor who was consistently seen as a second-class citizen at every level of leadership in which he has faithfully served, repeatedly being denied access, platform, and network.

Francis Weller, in conversation with Tim McKee, states,


The work of the mature person is to carry grief in one hand and gratitude in the other and to be stretched large by them. How much sorrow can I hold? That’s how much gratitude I can give. If I carry only grief, I’ll bend toward cynicism and despair. If I have only gratitude, I’ll become saccharine and won’t develop much compassion for other people’s suffering. Grief keeps the heart fluid and soft, which helps make compassion possible.4



Like so many of us in church leadership, I have learned the balance of carrying both grief and gratitude; it’s the work of the mature church leader. I’d like to think I am a leader who’s been stretched large and maintains the breakthrough possibility of Jesus’ compassion with and for those he has given me to lead and love. I am instinctively and whole-heartedly committed to sharing leadership in the church. I don’t really see it being done any other way. If the goal of the church’s existence, its nondistorted image, and its trustworthiness are anchored on maturing together to be the communal reflection of Christ, then sharing leadership is what will equip it to be so. A church so equipped can contribute to the flourishing of the neighborhood, community, and city where it resides.

I’ve seen firsthand both the ugly parts of sharing leadership and the successful fulfillment of it. In my local church, Ma Ke Alo o (MKAO), which means “presence” in Hawaiian, we share leadership at every level of leadership. It’s intentionally structured that way, built on a scaffolding formed over time. In fact, in six years’ time, our church made the bold move from having one ordained lead pastor to three ordained lead pastors. Both of my now co-lead pastors, Meli and Hanzo, were hesitant at first and requested a rigorous process to become ordained. The process wasn’t just about a skill set or theological know-how; it was filled with conversations and writing about commitment, character, capacity, calling, and community. They each wanted to do right by the congregation that was calling them. They also knew that they were being called to pastor a pioneering missional church that had raised up discipled and sent leaders. We started with one discipleship core of fifteen persons who participated in an open community dinner, ministering to about fifty persons each week in the first year. Now, seven years later, twelve different communities minister to over 650 persons, having multiplied to twenty-five leaders. Meli and Hanzo also wanted to do right by my leadership. They knew my journey of grief in church leadership.

Hanzo shared with me,


Not that this actually helps with the things you went through, but I just need you to know how special you are to me and my family. I hope you can trust that I will never be one to screw you over. The ways that we are leading in MKAO are things I always hoped and dreamed the church could do, and you are at the spearhead of it. I’m in it with you for the long game, and I just need to say it from time to time.



Meli shared,


As time goes on, I grow ever more aware of how blessed I truly am to have you in my life. I honestly don’t know where I would be if you didn’t live a life that was so centered on discipleship. You are always the first to bestow and give honor away to others, but you are the one who I most honor and respect. Thank you for daily choosing to take the hard and narrow path for the sake of the kingdom and the flourishing of all those around you. I pray that God will give you peace and contentment in the work of your hands.



If Hanzo and Meli only knew how sharing church leadership with them has been a balm—not just to me in my own leadership but as a vision for our local church and churches everywhere. While my grief in church leadership runs deep, the gratitude I have in sharing leadership has stretched me and made me whole as a leader.











Part One
The Shift from Hierarchical Leadership to Sharing
Leadership




The Christian leader of the future is called to be completely irrelevant and to stand in this world with nothing to offer but his or her own vulnerable self.

HENRI NOUWEN











1
The Nature of Leadership




Leadership is one of the most complex and multidimensional phenomena. It has been studied extensively over the years and has taken on greater importance than ever before in today’s fast-paced and increasingly globalized world. Nonetheless, leadership continues to generate captivating and confusing debate due to the complexity of the subject.

SIHAME BENMIRA, MOYOSOLU AGBOOLA




But Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers in this world lord it over their people, and officials flaunt their authority over those under them. But among you it will be different. Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant.”

MATTHEW 20:25-26 NLT






THERE IS A THREE-PRONGED APPROACH to leadership in the church in our day and age: lead until you become weary (“I’ll sleep when I’m dead”),5 experience an insurmountable depth of loneliness (“It’s lonely at the top”),6 and succeed by overpowering others. Weariness in church leadership is an expected qualification of successful leadership that often moves church leaders into experiencing loneliness and being tempted with domineering power. Mark Driscoll, C. J. Mahaney, and Steve Timmis have all succumbed to these pressures.7

“Leadership is lonely; welcome to the club!” Jason and Kai said to me, bright eyed and sort of smiling. I was in a local coffee shop sitting across from my two male pastor counterparts; it was the day before my ordination. I had hesitantly said yes to a co-leadership position in our local (and very successful) young church plant. After several years of our denomination’s prodding, I only said yes after my youngest, who was about three at the time, slipped onto my lap during one church service and whispered into my ear, “Can girls be pastors?” Every leader she saw on the platform that day was male. I stepped into a leadership position because, first, I wanted to answer my daughter’s question about women in leadership. Yes, we can. Second, I wanted to answer the question, Can leadership be shared? This church was about to give me that opportunity.

Church leadership, for women and men, is a lonely road. My two younger male counterparts, both in their early thirties, one White, the other Polynesian, had had no other paid work experience besides that of ministry. They were bright eyed and smiling because my acceptance of leadership would bring another person into their fold of commiserating on how life is so lonely at the top. “You’ll be misunderstood,” they said. “You can’t have friends,” they continued. Leadership is an isolating pathway, but worth it to advance God’s kingdom. Or so they said.

It so happened that Jason and Kai also came out of an all-too-familiar leadership structure: working with a senior pastor—a tall, thick, bravado of a Latino pastor, highly regarded in the denomination—who regularly told the church about his beautiful, sexy wife and raised up only male leaders in an egalitarian denomination. He was infamously known for his strong-handed leadership, spending most of the weekly staff meetings issuing orders, criticizing mistakes, and shooting down anyone else’s feedback. It was said of Pastor Juan that he spoke the words of God, and if you didn’t accept what he said, then you were rejecting the voice of God. I’ve known a series of young men who could not weather this senior pastor’s storm, but Jason and Kai had. And what was their reward? To lead a church of their own. Domineering leadership like this is often seen as a strength and something to endure, be loyal to, and learn from. Because of this, domineering leadership in the church is reproduced repeatedly.

Amid recurring news of domineering church leadership and failure of church leadership, most efforts to devise an antidote to this toxic leadership culture in the church have focused on the psychological health, soul care, and better sabbath techniques for the burned-out main leader. Fix the leader, heal the leader, or train the leader. It has left an extensive wake of communal harm, confusion, and grief. A better leadership model is needed to replace weary, lonely, and domineering leadership in the church. There is also a need to contribute a practical real-life model of sharing leadership for the church today and a lived-out model that includes both women and men, BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) leaders, and the local cultural community.

Whether we like to admit it or not, history and culture, tradition and systems, shape so much of what we expect in leadership, both for persons who hold a leadership position and for people who appoint people to those positions.


EXPECTATIONS SHAPE THE LEADER

Warren Bennis states that “leadership is the most studied and least understood topic of any in the social sciences.” He continues, “Never have so many labored so long to say so little.”8 While the debate on what makes a good leader goes from “great leaders are born”9 to “great leaders are made,”10 we are left unsettled. In a global world where leadership decisions affect the daily lives of so many people, we are often left feeling helpless in a changing world. Unfortunately, we routinely see headlines of failed leadership these days.

Leadership impacts all of us, and yet it is so misunderstood or poorly understood. As a senior pastor for a local church here in Hawaii, I think the sentiment is more pronounced when it comes to church leadership.

On one hand, the intrinsic perspective of leadership, that “great leaders are born,” has an additional nuance for the church leader. The traits required for church leadership are not just those that move a person to action, as is the case for most secular leadership positions (including business leaders, nonprofit administrators, and politicians). The required leadership traits must showcase an intrinsic morality. Nearly 65 percent of Christians in the United States say that the most important trait for a Christian leader is integrity, followed by authenticity. The least listed traits are passion for God, humility, and purpose.11

When I hear integrity in a predominantly American White evangelical Christian context, I picture an uncompromising adherence to a White evangelical portrait of Jesus. While integrity often looks like a person who is the same in all situations with all people, the integrity that the congregation often wants is a pastor who has uncompromising adherence to their moral viewpoint. Unchanging, inflexible. And when I hear authenticity, I hear a demand from a congregation worshiping its own privatized religion that the leader be “relatable” (meaning, make me feel personally comfortable). Because of the identity of those who promote “The Great Man” theory, it already connotes that women are excluded from leadership.

In stark contrast to the great (Christian) man theory, the extrinsic perspective of church leadership, that “great leaders are made,” suggests that if anyone were to commit to certain skill sets, over time that person could lead the church too. Perhaps a framework could be devised that includes Christian formation, personal formation, relational skills, intellectual skills, and management skills.12 Then you could be a pastor too! This seems to minimize the sense of call that most church leaders, both women and men, have experienced in making the courageous decision to lead, matched by discernment from the Jesus community calling them to lead.

In my current local context, I am a co-vocational founding pastor of a missional community–based church plant in Hawaii. In our seventh year we have multiplied from one community to twelve, serving the needs of over 650 persons. I have equipped over twenty-five missional community leaders who tethered their discipleship to community renewal. In my previous church leadership context, I was one of three executive team pastors in the fastest-growing and largest denomination in the state, the only woman pastor at this level of leadership in Hawaii. During my time in this position, we grew our church-plant team of twenty volunteers to 450 Sunday worship service attendees in five years’ time, with 80 percent of our worship attendees participating in these missional community groups. I equipped eighty-five community leaders, who tethered their discipleship to community renewal and cultivated a communal discipleship model that produced over a hundred active disciples in six months’ time. What’s more, I have served on an executive leadership team (three persons) for an international church-planting training organization with over six hundred alumni around the world. In addition, I manage my own consulting firm, working with church plants, established churches, denominations, seminaries, and Christian community-development nonprofits on centering discipleship and moving their people through change processes. I am a physician by trade, own my own practice, am a published author, and contribute to professional journals. I am routinely asked to sit on governing boards of local and translocal institutions, have been married to Steve for twenty-two years, raised three insanely thoughtful and kind children, care for my elderly parents, graduated from an Ivy League institution, and am a Fulbright Scholar.

Pretty impressive resumé, huh? Not to mention I have a third-degree black belt in Tang Soo Do. I am a direct descendant of King Sejong Lee in Korea (the guy who invented the Korean alphabet and brought literacy to the Korean people), the only daughter of a decorated colonel who fought in the Vietnam War, play the piano, and taught both Swahili and medicine in higher education.

I resonate deeply with the apostle Paul when he writes to the Jesus communities in Philippi:


If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for righteousness based on the law, faultless.

But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. (Phil 3:4-7)



I resonate deeply with him because none of my “reasons to put confidence in the flesh” capture whether I’m a good leader. They don’t even capture if I follow Jesus.




THE ANATOMY OF A CHURCH LEADER

Just as there are numerous studies on the complexities of leadership in social science, there are numerous conversations about the complexities of church leadership. There are a few things to keep in mind as we consider teasing apart what makes a church leader. First, when speaking about church leadership, the dominant culture of the Western church—that is, the White evangelical church—is the loudest voice in both literary and conversational contributions. That being said, we need to keep in mind that the loudest voice is not always the most correct voice. It may only indicate which churches and church leaders have more access to resources, funding, time, network relationships, and opportunity. There is a skewed lack of voices from immigrant church leaders, BIPOC church leaders, and women church leaders. Second, church leadership has historically (and still today) rendered so much personal and communal hurt. We have to keep in mind that stories of failed leadership are not just about the leaders’ mistakes; these stories also describe broken communities in the leaders’ wake. Third, the most prominent leadership structure still used today is hierarchical leadership, and in the church this draws less from hierarchy in business structures and more from social hierarchy. Hierarchy isn’t just a leadership structure; it’s a power structure. Isabel Wilkerson, the first African American woman to win the Pulitzer Prize in journalism, writes about social hierarchy:


Caste [or our current social hierarchical ladder] is insidious and therefore powerful because it is not hatred, it is not necessarily personal. It is the worn grooves of comforting routes and unthinking expectations, spatters of a social order that have been in place for so long that it looks like the natural order of things.13



The picture of the Western church leader is a skewed and colonized image, a leader who has participated in a history of communal damage and holds a position of great power and authority. Ultimately, the church leader is not dealing with structures and organizations or decision-making and management; the church leader in our modern time must reckon with power.




LEADERSHIP IN THE FIRST-CENTURY CHURCH

Nijay Gupta writes, “When we read the New Testament, especially Acts and the Epistles, we get the impression that the early Christians intentionally avoided the pyramid leadership system, certainly rejecting any kind of human ‘ruler’ of churches,”14 consciously rejecting authoritarian systems that were prevalent in their contemporary Roman society. The pyramid structure of leadership, or hierarchical structure of leadership as it is more popularly called today, was not the model early Christians wished for their leadership structure. As Gupta notes,


Roman people prized social class. At the top of the pyramid you had the emperor, of course, the highest person in the land. Below that you had the senatorial class, a tier of nobles with considerable wealth and political power. Then the equestrian class, a rank of wealth, men hoping to rise up into the senatorial echelon. Underneath that you had commoners, then foreigners, then freedpersons (ex-slaves), and last of all slaves.15



In the norm-disrupting culture of the first-century church, the center of their communal life was table fellowship, and all social class was disrupted at the table.16 As Paul writes to the Jesus communities in Galatia, “So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:26-28).

In the first-century church, there was no hierarchical leadership structure. On the other hand, there was no flat leadership structure either. In the business world, a flat organization has no management levels between the employees and their employer, the idea being that it decreases budget cost for middle management while increasing the staff’s involvement in decision-making and independence. The biggest downside is that there’s “a risk for generalization and confusion if the company fails to hone and specifically direct team goals and talents.”17 Too many decision makers, no decisions made. Flat leadership structure in the modern church often results from resistance to our current dominant hierarchical church leadership structure—a resistance to reliance on a single decision maker.

Gupta highlights that in the first-century church the ethos of leadership centered on the community rather than instruction or worship. For the most part, each of apostle Paul’s letters to the Jesus communities was addressed to the whole congregation. The community listened together. “Paul’s tendency was to refer to leadership as giving care and oversight, not wielding power and authority.”18 Soong-Chan Rah adds in The Next Evangelicalism, “Acts 2 points to an evangelism and church growth that incorporates the secondary cultural system of the preached word with the primary cultural system of self-sacrificial living.”19 Further evidence that the emphasis of the first-century church was not on instruction or worship but on community. For most of the churches across the Greco-Roman world, Jesus communities met together in homes, and leadership was provided by both women and men as ministry/care providers (diakonos) and overseers/managers (episkopos).20

In the first-century church, all participated, but there was no flat leadership structure. Instead, oversight or care was provided by more senior or seasoned leaders. Therefore, I would argue that in the first-century church leadership was shared.




SHARING LEADERSHIP

Not only is sharing leadership the vital antidote to the “great man” and “great skills” theories (and presumptions) of leadership, but this approach is foundational for addressing the severity of weariness, loneliness, and domineering leadership in the church today. Sharing leadership in the church is not just a good idea; sharing leadership is essential to the flourishing of both the church and the community the church resides in. It’s not just a nice picture of what the church could experience; it’s the very portrait of ideal leadership as it was intended for the church.

The remainder of part one will address the idea that leadership is not about a skill set or intrinsic traits; leadership is about maturity. I will identify the marks of maturity in leadership and demonstrate how progression in maturity requires sharing leadership. Part two will explore a commonly used fivefold leadership delineation from Ephesians 4—Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, Shepherds, and Teachers (APEST)—as a tool for framing sharing leadership with the clear goal of equipping the church. The principles of APEST will be applied to all types of leaders, especially addressing gender, race, and culture. Part three will consider the practicals: how to identify sharing leaders, structure sharing leadership in the church, and sustain sharing leadership.




HŌKŪLE‘A

In Hawaiki Rising, Sam Low writes passionately and reverently about the Hōkūle‘a, the voyaging canoe led by legendary navigator Nainoa Thompson, which by now has traveled over 150,000 miles of clear Pacifica guided by star navigation.21 The first Hōkūle‘a voyage in 1975 occurred during a time when the people of Hawaii were experiencing a generation of lost heritage. Most of the young adults at that time grew up never having seen authentic hula (traditional Hawaiian ceremonial dance), heard traditional mele (song), or spoken ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i (Hawaiian language). In the late 1800s, the independent Hawaiian kingdom was overthrown by the United States. Act 57, sec. 30, of the 1896 Laws of the Republic of Hawaii mandated that English become the only medium of instruction throughout Hawaii and prohibited the use of the Hawaiian language in schools, a rule reinforced with corporal punishment.22 The same mandate prohibited hula, mele, and traditional ceremony. Nainoa Thompson’s maiden voyage on Hōkūle‘a, relearning how to navigate by the stars in open ocean like thousands of his indigenous Hawaiians’ ancestors, occurred during what is now called the Hawaiian cultural revolution.

To celebrate the heritage of Hawaii, my husband, Steve, and I went to our kids’ elementary school early and signed them out. “What are we doing?” asked Beren, our oldest and a very studious eight-year-old at the time. Emma, our middle child, a kindergartner, then exclaimed, “Yay! We’re getting out early!” Kyriella, the baby, having just turned four a few days prior, was wide-eyed and excited to see her older siblings so early. We ran down to the beach and joined a quickly forming throng of people on shore. Without hesitation, the five of us swam out to the Hōkūle‘a. The canoe was about to embark on another voyage, and before it launched, it was making some key stops across all the Hawaiian Islands. We swam with our little ones and got hoisted on board. The navigators, so kind and warm, let the kids tinker with navigation tools and showed them around the large wa‘a kaulua (double-hulled canoe), where they fished, where they slept, and where they navigated. Then the five of us, on the count of three, jumped off the Hōkūle‘a together. (Beren was timid but reassured, Emma was squealing with joy, and Kyriella just held onto Steve and then asked to do it again.) We’re transplants from Philadelphia, but we were brimming with reverence because we knew just how much the Hōkūle‘a meant for the people and the islands that we have come to love.

When I pray for the kingdom of God to come to Hawaii, I always get an image of the Hōkūle‘a. I see the double-hulled canoe approaching the shores slowly but surely, with such an air of regal reverence. I see an endless multitude of people waiting at the shoreline, pining to get a glimpse of it, overjoyed at its arrival. Everyone waiting at the beach knew what it was; the kingdom of God was at hand, and everyone could recognize it because it was coming as something recognizable to them.

Sharing leadership is vital to my own leadership. It’s vital to my leadership because I lead in a local Hawaiian context that isn’t my own. I lead a community of mostly locally born and raised-in-Hawaii people. My participation in the existing work of God in Hawaii has nothing to do with my abilities or accomplishments; it has everything to do with the ones with whom I share power. While I started as the solo lead pastor with my congregation expecting that I would lead alone, it was never my intention to remain alone. It’s essential that I share power, especially with a culture of people who have lost so much of their identity and purpose to White Christian colonization. How I share leadership with my people is vital for them to recognize that the kingdom of God is at hand in their place and that they are fully invited to join in.

I’m not a good leader because of my CV. I know I’m a good leader because my local leaders let me know. Marissa, one of our local church leaders, Maui-born and raised, educator, lover of her islands and her people, happiest when waist deep in a lo‘i kalo (taro patch) and sharing the beauty and richness of her culture with others, told me,


When praying for you, pikake was the word I kept hearing and the fragrance I kept smelling. Pikake is adapted from the word peacock because Princess Ka‘iulani23 was fond of both the bird and flower. The pikake is normally worn by women during ceremonies and rituals to honor the person. It felt fitting to adorn you with the pikake. I want to honor the work that you’ve done and are doing, the leader that you are. Like Princess Ka‘iulani, you demonstrate a life of strength and compassion for your people and because of your people.
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    Sharing Leadership Requires Maturity


  
    
      The true measure of leadership is not the authority you command or the number of followers you have. Your success as a leader is how much good people do thanks to your presence. Your legacy as a leader is how much good people keep doing in your absence.

      ADAM GRANT

    

    
      Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you.

      Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.

      HEBREWS 13:7

    

  

  
    “MR. AND MRS. STRAWSER, your daughter has leadership qualities.” It’s probably what every parent would be pining to hear at a parent-teacher conference, and this came from an educator who spent extended time during my first grader’s waking hours gaining insight and observing how she operates. While it thrilled me to hear this positive report from the teacher, I asked, “Oh, how do you see leadership qualities in Kyriella?” I also asked because Kyriella is our youngest of three, and we had heard this report about her siblings when they were in first grade. With each kid, the teacher identified a different trait that led her to believe that each child had leadership qualities. Beren, our oldest, is the quintessential oldest son, who has a deep sense of morality and of right and wrong ways of doing things. His ability to accomplish assignments and answer all the questions with compliance and speed convinced his teacher that he was a natural-born leader. Emma, our middle child, lover-of-life daughter, exudes compassion and is a hugger. Her ability to welcome new students and be noticeably enthusiastic in class led her teacher to believe she was a natural-born leader. At the parent-teacher conference for Kyriella in first grade, we once again heard that she was a natural-born leader. Our youngest was known to be a little “bossy,” but her dimples allowed her to take command of any group project without hurt feelings. “A natural-born leader!”

    What are the traits that we look for in people that informs us that they are “natural-born” leaders? How do we know that certain people are the leaders to whom we should give our consent, or listen to, or follow after? Should other students follow Beren because he can answer all the questions? Or Emma because she’s happy and likable? Or Kyriella because she’s a little bossy?

    “Leadership is one of those ‘if you see it, you know it’ kind of qualities,” writes David Kinnaman from Barna Group. The study continues, “More than eight in ten (82%) Christians believe the United States is facing a crisis of leadership because there aren’t enough leaders.”1 In addition to this, nearly 90 percent of US adults do not find church leaders to be credible when it comes to important issues of our day. In fact, most leaders only believe they have none to some influence even within their own congregations.2 There is an inexplicable decline in the church in both leaders and their impact. Furthermore, when we account for the emerging generations of millennials and Generation Z, who are looking for traits of collaboration, purposefulness, and humility in those they are willing to follow, we must recognize that they

    
      have grown up in the most diverse generations the U.S. has seen thus far. They are also connected to their peers around the world and are highly aware of the social issues that plague not just our country, but nations around the globe. When it comes to solutions for these issues however, young people are not turning to the Church for answers.3

    

    Generation X and boomers desire a pastor who greets us, knows us and our family by name, preaches the gospel we are familiar with, visits us when we’re sick, and meets our congregational needs. Millennials and Generation Z desire a pastor who is in fashion and current on trends, engaging both on and off stage, and up to speed with social issues concerning both politics and justice. It seems the church today calls for a leader who is most like them and not necessarily most like Christ.

    
      TYPES OF AUTHORITY

      Leadership often feels culture dependent. It arises from the cultural perspective of giving power over to those who can wield control, gather a crowd, or yield successful contribution.

      The person in the room who appears to be in control, is maintaining control, or has the most self-control is often treated as the leader. And the person who has control is the person who is making decisions. People assume that those who are able to make decisions (and often clearly, quickly, and measured) are competent leaders. Leadership through control is connected to decision-making authority.

      The person in the room who appears to be able to gather the largest crowd around them, whether by their personality, physical attractiveness, or unique abilities, also is often treated as the leader. People assume that those who are able to gather large groups of people have leadership qualities. And the person who has crowd-sourcing prowess is connected to influence. Leadership through crowds is connected to relational authority.

      The person in the room who appears to have had the most experience, credibility, and expertise is also often treated as the leader. And the person who has the most accomplished resumé and the longest list of proficiencies appears to be most qualified to lead. Leadership through contribution is connected to accomplishment-based authority.

      Without a second thought, we tend to give authoritative and leadership power to those who present with competence, influence, and experience. We don’t often pause to think that sometimes being able to make decisions is more about the privilege and personality it takes to gain access to power, or that popularity comes from the ability to meet entertainment and pleasure needs over character and content that may be convicting and confrontational, or that degrees, years, and accomplishments may not equate to a person’s proficiency in leading in all matters.

      Christ was patient, compassionate, and interruptible when making decisions (Mk 5:25-34). He often avoided crowds (Lk 5:15-16) and did not rule over anyone even though he was God (Mt 20:25-29). Even his hand-picked disciples and earliest followers were mostly women and men who did not hold outright societal competence, influence, or expertise. They did not hold decision-making, relational, or accomplishment-based authority of any kind, particularly in an empire-occupied land. And yet, Jesus describes these people with power words, as those who will inherit the kingdom of God and have proximity to God (Mt 5:1-12).

      Our post-modern/post-Christian culture celebrates leadership gained through control, crowd, and contribution. We judge leadership as though conducting a casting call rather than basing it on a list of capabilities or character. In the business world, we often deny promotions to those who increase the bottom line jointly with their colleagues or show perseverance and professionalism in pressured situations. Instead, we move people into higher management positions because of their likable or competitive personality and call it compatibility.4 In the political arena, we choose candidates not by their values, how collaborative they are across party lines, or how well they listen to a diverse set of constituents but by our perception of their personality. That is, I want my leaders to look like me. While Congress has experienced an incremental increase in racial, gender, and age diversity, our recent lawmakers were 99 percent male, White, cis, middle-aged, tall, able-bodied, experienced in the military, educated, and well spoken.5 We think better educators are those who are more attractive and amusing than those who are more nurturing and formative.6 Doling out leadership via the lens of control, crowd, and contribution is everywhere. And these values have seeped into choices for church leadership as well.

    

    
    

      POWER PRESSURES OF LEADERSHIP

      In the church, we may not use the same vocabulary, but we measure a person’s ability to lead by how competent they are, and people who seem to be in control or command control appear to be competent. We judge that a competent person must be able to make decisions. Those who are able to draw and engage a crowd appear to be influential. And influence suggests that a person is able to sway and carry a higher relational network. Those who have a list of experiences and expertise appear to have proven their contribution. And people with experience and expertise are accomplished enough to have the final say. When a church is calling a new senior pastor, most often we choose our leaders from those who appear to command control, draw a crowd, or have proven their contribution.

      I’ve been a part of Christian organizations in which the leader commanded much control, which seemed to build a quick and clear direction forward. But in the end, his (and usually it is a man) domineering and loud control silenced everyone else’s voices and facilitated abuse of power. I’ve been in congregations where we were excited about a dynamic new senior pastor who drew in large crowds of people on a Sunday morning but learned that he was having an illicit relationship with an elder. I’ve also participated in ministry teams who risked no innovation because the main leader was convinced that he had the most experience and therefore the most expertise to keep things the same, despite decline and eventual closure.

      Leadership without self-examination of the motivation for desiring to lead is poor and stagnant at best and dangerous and harmful at worst. But, before we uncover our underlying desires within leadership, we’ll look at the unique power pressures that come with leading in the church (see table 2.1).

      There are two unique power pressures in pastoring a church: the pressure to meet communal expectations and the pressure for church growth. There is no other profession that puts this kind of pressure on a leader.

      

        
          Table 2.1. Unique power pressures in pastoring a church

        

        
          
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
              
                	
Unique power pressures


                	
What the congregation wants


                	
What the congregation expects from the pastor


                	
What the congregation does NOT want from the pastor


              

              
                	
Communal expectations


                	
Ideal community


                	
Social availability


                	
Challenge


              

              
                	
Church growth


                	
Increased attendance


                	
Sermons


                	
Change


              

            
          

        

      

      For the most part, the hiring and firing of pastors are determined by social availability to the congregation and growth of the congregation based on the singular tool of preaching. The social connection is often not mutually reciprocated, and there must be no sense of challenge to the status quo, which leads to both a severe sense of isolation in the leader and a decrease in meaningful impact within the congregation and most importantly throughout the community.7 Growth or flourishing of the church is measured mainly by how many people attend the weekly Sunday services and contribute to the offering plate and by whether the building has either heat or air conditioning. Soong-Chan Rah, professor of evangelism at Fuller Theological Seminary, states,

      
        How do we measure “success” in the typical American church—by the standards of Scripture or by the standards of the American consumer value system? Typically, we will see the success of churches measured by the numerical size of the church and the financial health of the church (oftentimes reflected in the condition and appearance of the church building). In more colloquial language, we focus on the ABCs of church success: Attendance, Buildings and Cash. Or even more directly, the three Bs of church success: Building, Bucks and Butts. The church holds the same materialistic values held by American society. We measure success in the church with standards as worldly as the most secular Fortune 500 company. Churches are no more than businesses (albeit nonprofit ones) with the bottom line being the number of attendees or the size of the church budget. American evangelicalism is held captive to the materialistic and consumeristic values of American society.8

      

      Jay Kim, lead pastor of WestGate Church in Silicon Valley, says, “Unfortunately, the underlying forces driving some church searches are the basic tenets of individualistic consumerism, born out of an assumption that ‘church’ is primarily a product package of goods and services, designed and marketed to achieve customer satisfaction.”9 Which church is the most comfortable? Agreeable? Entertaining? In other words, which church makes me feel the least uncomfortable, supports my viewpoints and opinions, and grabs my attention? Which pastor provides me with personal comfort, personal support, and personal amusement? The platformed church leaders today are either caring leaders, charismatic leaders, or clever leaders. Congregants church shop seeking a father (or mother) figure, a popular and entertaining leader, or a scripturally knowledgeable leader.10

      The pressure to provide a certain kind of worship service and sermon each week to achieve an increase in attendance is a job description fit for Sisyphus. In addition to that impossible responsibility, pastors must navigate the sensitive nature of congregants who have a deep expectation for community. Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes that “those who love their dream of a Christian community more than the Christian community itself become destroyers of that Christian community even though their personal intentions may be ever so honest, earnest, and sacrificial.”11 The pastor’s impossible job is to meet the congregation’s demand for consumerism and an ideal social club.
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