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TO MY HEAVENLY FATHER

You’ve given me a new life and purpose.
I am because of you.

 

TO MY PARENTS

Thank you for loving and believing
in me no matter what!

 

TO MY SIBLINGS AND GODCHILDREN

I live to make you proud.

 

TO LINDA

This book is what it is because of your wisdom.
“Thank you” is not enough.
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We say with confidence,

“The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid.

What can mere mortals do to me?”

HEBREWS 13:6





UP UNTIL THE FOURTH GRADE I was bullied by two girls at my school in East Harlem. Let’s call them Sarah and Christine. I don’t know what made me a target. All I wanted was to make it stop.

I was a quiet kid. I loved school. I was one of the lucky students who won a school lottery to study the violin under the instruction of Ms. Roberta Guaspari, the subject of the film Music of the Heart.

Sarah, Christine, and I were in the same class. Sarah and Christine were best friends. They were bigger than I was. I felt powerless against them and their endless teasing. All I wanted was friendship and to be loved. I was desperate to fit in.

I told my mom that I was being bullied. She encouraged me to stand up to both girls and assured me that I would see them for who they were—all bark and no bite.

One day during recess Sarah threatened to slap me. I was terrified. I didn’t want to be beaten up. But then I remembered my mom’s instruction: “Just stand up to her.” I would see what she was really made of.

When Sarah said again that she would slap me, I responded, “Do it!” I was stunned as the words left my mouth. Where did this boldness come from?

Sarah was shocked. I had never stood up for myself before. We had a standoff/stare down that felt like it lasted for an eternity. She kept gesturing as if she was going to slap me. We got closer and closer to each other, faces nearly touching.

I kept saying over and over again, “Do it!”

Finally, she backed off. I couldn’t believe it!

That day, something changed in me.

This experience became just one of the markers that led to my discovery of the person God called me to be: a leader who deals with people who are terrified, overwhelmed, angry, hopeless, oppressed, and in need of deliverance. Just as I needed someone to speak into my life when I was a kid, people today need leaders to speak into their lives.


REMEMBER WHO YOU ARE

If you saw the 1994 animated movie The Lion King or the Broadway play of that name, you remember Simba’s struggle to be a leader. Believing himself to be responsible for the death of his father Mufasa, he ran away from his family at Pride Rock. Though he found companionship with Pumbaa and Timon, who became his surrogate parents, he forgot who he was—the son of the king of all of the animals. While he was away, his people suffered under the cruel rulership of his uncle Scar. Simba needed to be reminded of who he was and what he had to do. Maybe that’s where you are today.

Have you ever been in trials or battles so intense that you lost sight of who you were? Maybe you started to believe the things being said about you. Maybe you thought they were right about you. Perhaps you thought, Maybe I am unqualified. Maybe I can’t overcome in this area.

In 2006, I worked at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center (MSKCC) as an associate director for special programs in the development department. My responsibilities included planning the newly launched “Rock-And-Run on the River,” a 5K run/walk event, as well as supporting external organizations sponsoring fundraising events on behalf of the hospital. Six months into my new role, my boss began to criticize my work performance after previously lauding me for such great work. Her disdain for me seemed sudden and soon became unbearable. There were days when I would go into the bathroom, get on my hands and knees in the stall, and cry out to God for relief. While I was determined to avoid being bullied out of my job, I was desperate to know what God’s will was.

During this time I read Rick Warren’s The Purpose Driven Life. The life-application questions in the book led me to discover that I loved encouraging and counseling others. These were areas of passion. I committed to spending time in prayer and fasting to hear God’s heart in the matter. In the months following, I had a feeling that I would be leaving my job even though I was not actively seeking employment elsewhere. I started cleaning up my work files. I even began taking home my personal belongings. It’s hard to explain why I had this feeling.

In August 2007, I decided to take a few days off of work to seek God more intently in prayer. I had a strong sense that I was to wholly devote my life to the work of the Lord by working in a faith-based environment. I couldn’t bear another day of going into the office without knowing what my next steps should be.

God met me in two powerful ways, beginning one Wednesday evening at my church’s prayer service. Pastor Lorna Brown, one of our elders and the wife of my senior pastor, Bishop Carlton T. Brown, spoke a prophetic word over the congregation. She said that someone present had accepted a job that this person shouldn’t have accepted.

Her words pierced me. I immediately began to ask God if this word was directed at me. I spoke to Pastor Lorna after the service. When she asked how I came to obtain my job, I shared that a friend had referred me.

She looked at me in awe and said, “I did not say all that the Lord spoke as I shared the prophetic word. God also said, ‘She got the job through her friend.’”

I was floored! My friend had helped me land the job. Pastor Lorna cautioned me to avoid making a hasty decision about leaving my job without receiving a clear confirmation of God’s direction to do so.

The next day I went back to church for our noonday prayer service. Pastor Johnny Green led prayer this day. We went through the entire service and I did not hear any instruction from the Lord concerning my situation. I left church feeling discouraged. It was now Thursday, and I knew I had to return to work on the following day. As I walked to my car, I passed a senior citizen’s assisted-living building. A yellow piece of paper on the ground caught my eye. It was shaped like a prism, and I could see a large, green sticker on the front. I continued walking past the paper but then asked myself, Are you going to just walk past it? I turned back to pick up the paper, which read, Your faith instructions before bed tonight. I was floored again!

The first phrase on the paper was this: “Receive this prophetic word from the Lord,” followed by these verses of Scripture:


When you pass through the waters,

I will be with you;

and when you pass through the rivers,

they will not sweep over you.

When you walk through the fire,

you will not be burned;

the flames will not set you ablaze. (Isaiah 43:2)



The matter was settled for me. I would resign from my job. Yet I bargained with God for a few more weeks to save money. When I shared with my parents my decision to resign, they were shocked. I didn’t blame them. My decision was radical! I did not have the prospect of a new job or any savings to fall back on, and two months earlier I had enrolled in Nyack College’s Alliance Graduate School of Counseling.

The next day I returned to work and was immediately called into my boss’s office. Her boss was present also. She laid out for me problems with my work performance. I couldn’t believe what was happening. Before I could process my thoughts, my boss gave me two options: improve my work performance in a week’s time or resign!

For the third time in three days I was floored! I had gone from being a celebrated employee to one labeled as unqualified and inefficient. Yet I saw this as God’s shove to move in the direction he was leading. I resigned from my job that day and left the office feeling an incredible peace. God had spoken.

I started graduate school that fall and later transferred to Alliance Theological Seminary. During that time, someone offered to pay my school tuition in full. I was so humbled and grateful that God would bless me in this way while confirming that I operated in his will.

I was unemployed for the four years I attended seminary. I graduated with distinction, receiving a Master of Professional Studies degree with a concentration in pastoral counseling. My business, Longevity Wedding Consultants, Inc., which I had started five years earlier, was not generating steady income. Since I could barely afford the basic necessities, I had to do without cable TV and an internet hookup. My hair was falling out due to stress. I borrowed money constantly. I began to doubt whether I had clearly heard from God and made the right decision to leave my job. How could all of this hardship represent God’s providence?

Have you ever asked God this question?

Despite tremendous hardship, my faith soared. I found intimacy with God. Jesus was no longer just the God I read about in the Bible; he became the God who kept me from being homeless, who fed me when I was hungry, who provided money to put gas in my car, and paid my bills. He was the God who comforted me when I would cry myself to sleep in doubt and despair. He identified generous people—family and friends—to help me financially and to encourage me emotionally when I was at my lowest points. He became my covenant keeper when he opened the door for me to receive a full-time job at a faith-based nonprofit organization called the New York City Leadership Center (now Movement.org), where I worked for eight years catalyzing Christian leaders to spiritually and socially influence their city.

I had heard God clearly. It is my life’s work to be wholly devoted to serving God and his people however and wherever he sees fit. I would not be writing this book today had it not been for this radical season of faith. My convictions literally changed the course of my destiny.

That same little girl who stood up to her bullies now had to stand firm through God’s leadership process as she learned to unleash the power of her voice while uncovering her purpose.




HOW WILL YOU RESPOND?

The platform God has given to me is to empower a generation of radical, emerging leaders who will take a stand for God first and then be launched by God to take a stand for others. If I had listened to the voices around me that told me I was crazy to leave MSKCC, I would have never discovered my purpose. Today, I advocate for and encourage people to be courageous in their pursuit of purpose. Whether through preaching and teaching, leading Bible study groups, or through mentoring relationships, I stand with others as they make radical, faith-filled decisions in the way that I had wanted people to stand with me when I felt defeated and vulnerable.

God often requires us to make radical decisions to prove where our allegiance lies. Are we seeking his approval or the approval of others? We may find it hard to stand for God and weather the trials that come from a decision to walk by faith and not by sight. But I am here to encourage you: don’t give up and don’t give in! The power of God on display in your life will demand that you be radical and unmoved in your convictions.

If we take stock of the condition of our world—deep-seated racism, the fear of the other, pervasive sexual harassment and abuse of power, an increase in human trafficking—it is evident that there is tremendous injustice all around us. But in response to those injustices there has been a growing movement to withstand those forces. This is evident in the #MeToo movement and Black Lives Matter.

I wasn’t alive for the birth of the civil rights movement, but I wonder if before that movement began, the hope of possibilities filled the atmosphere, as it does today. What if now is the time to raise our voices? What if now is the time to be part of the change we desire?

People everywhere are declaring that enough is enough! They are taking a stand against injustice and standing with those who need support. I believe this book is a reminder that God wants to use the power of your voice to answer the cry for authentic leadership, to work with others to achieve lasting change.

In Romans 8:19 the apostle Paul writes, “The creation waits in eager expectation for the children of God to be revealed.” Humanity awaits those champions of the voiceless and the powerless to reclaim victory over oppression. So, consider this question: How is God revealing his purposes through you to answer the cry of his people?




ONE MAN’S RESPONSE

In 1994, 70 percent of Africans had never heard a telephone ring. Strive Masiyiwa, founder and chairman of Econet Group, had an idea: What if his company could connect the continent of Africa by telephone? When Masiyiwa shared the vision with his staff, they balked at the idea. It was too big—it couldn’t be done. So Masiyiwa reduced the immediate size of the vision and refined it to establish a viable telecommunications infrastructure in Zimbabwe.

In order to accomplish this vision, Econet had to receive approval from the government. The government, however, had its own telecommunications entity and was unwilling to empower Econet to develop a new system. This led to a five-year legal battle against the government. At times Masiyiwa felt defeated and questioned whether or not he had made the right decision. But he believed in God’s power to overcome this obstacle. Consequently, God sent people to encourage him on the journey.

Employees of Econet describe Masiyiwa as a man of unwavering faith. He will not embark upon a new idea without first bending his knees in prayer.

Masiyiwa and Econet won their legal battle and acquired the telephone license from the government. Today, Econet is Zimbabwe’s largest telecommunications firm with a subscriber base of well over thirteen million and growing. Masiyiwa also became Zimbabwe’s first billionaire!

Our God is a God of victory. He simply requires a willing person to lead. Masiyiwa dared to believe that the vision inside of him reflected the heart of God.




YOUR LEADERSHIP JOURNEY

Leaders like Masiyiwa infuse others with a vision beyond their current horizon. Who is that kind of leader? When we keep at the forefront of our mind that God is the creator of all we are and is helping us do what he has called us to do, this posture of gratitude to the one who has redeemed us and cemented our identity will infuse all that we accomplish.

We can’t lead others without vision. A major aspect of effective leadership is helping people move from one place to another. We have to be able to cast the vision of where we’re going, how we will get there, and the role each person must play to accomplish the goal. People will follow us when we’ve demonstrated relational trust in the past, even if they can’t clearly see where we’re headed.

Perhaps you too have found yourself thrust into surprising places of leadership. Or you might be looking for a fresh start in your approach to life and leadership. Every part of your life—good, bad, or indifferent—is a distinct marker God uses to hardwire you for purpose. That’s the theme of the first part of this book—how God shapes us as leaders through his power and presence.

The power of God’s presence is not just for our benefit but for all in our sphere of influence. It’s quite amazing how our obedience to God unleashes a ripple effect that can alter the destiny of generations to come. Thus, the second part of this book is an exploration of the leadership skills we develop and the contexts where we will use them.

At the end of each chapter are some reflection questions. You may find it helpful to journal through them on your own and to bring them into a conversation with a mentor. They also provide great material for small group discussions. You might want to work through them as you read each chapter or come back to them later or not use them at all! Feel free to use them in the way and in the timing that best serves your needs.

Masiyiwa reminds me of Queen Esther. When confronted with the news of the imminent destruction of her people, she was faced with a decision: choose the comfort of her position as queen and remain silent or use the power of her position to advocate for those being oppressed. At a critical moment when the lives of her people, the Jews, hung in the balance, God used another leader, her uncle Mordecai, to speak into her life. Mordecai said, “If you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this?” (Esther 4:14).

God had already positioned Esther to respond to the need. Yet Esther had to embark upon a process of prayer and fasting to uncover her own willingness to respond to that need. For the present-day battles we face, I simply ask this question: Are you the one, or should we look for another?

God will train us to recognize the truths he’s been speaking to us all along. This book will encourage us to recognize the needs of those around us and to find God’s purpose in difficult situations.
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      Moses said to the LORD, “You have been telling me, ‘Lead these people,’ but you have not let me know whom you will send with me.” . . .


      The LORD replied, “My Presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.”


      EXODUS 33:12-14


    


  


  

    ON A TUESDAY EVENING in April 2012, I was in the middle of my weekly thirty-minute prayer call with a friend Ifeytaya Bulow-Deck. There I was, sitting in the foyer of my parents’ home with my eyes closed when, suddenly, images of the men in my family marched through my mind one after the other. My father. My uncles. My brother. My cousins. With them came an overwhelming sense that someone was about to die.


    I panicked. Was one of them dying? Why was I having these thoughts? While I thought about what to do next, I prayed for my father, uncles, brother, and cousins. Soon, I sensed the Holy Spirit leading me to declare Psalm 118:17: “[They] shall not die but live, and declare the works of the LORD” (KJV). I prayed those words repeatedly. At that moment it was all I could do. The intensity of my prayer took on a form of its own as God led me to confidently pray the Word with authority and conviction. All the while my mind raced to understand what was seemingly a supernatural God encounter.


    Ifeytaya was supportive as always during our prayer times. She prayed in agreement with me that these men would not die but live. She also expressed her belief that God would protect my family.


    I got off the phone with Ifeytaya puzzled and concerned yet trusting that God had revealed what the enemy had intended. What was intended for evil, however, would be turned around for our good (Genesis 50:20). I wanted to tell someone but didn’t want to alarm anyone. Instead, I prayed daily for the protection of the men in my family.


    In May, my mom told our family that my uncle Tony (her brother) had been diagnosed four months earlier with stage 4 colon cancer and had only just shared this news after she asked him why he was in the bed all of the time. He was fifty-three years old.


    I was shocked. Mad at him too. Why had he held this information for so long? Why was he resigned to die? We could have done something! Also troubling was the fact that I wasn’t sure whether he had a personal relationship with God.


    It was then that I remembered my prayer to the Lord the month before. My uncle was the one I’d needed to pray for!


    My mom convinced Uncle Tony to allow her to make a doctor’s appointment for him at Mt. Sinai Hospital in New York City for a second opinion. As Mom and I stood in the oncology department waiting room at Mt. Sinai waiting for the doctor to return with his report, I scanned the room trying to process the desperation and despair on so many faces. How did we get here? What would my family have to endure?


    The doctor returned and said the cancer was indeed stage 4.


    “How much time does he have to live?” I asked, a question I dreaded.


    “Six months,” the doctor replied.


    Six months! This can’t be real! I panicked, tears flowing. Meanwhile, my mom remained calm and continued to ask wise questions about how we could care for my uncle. She didn’t accept the timetable of death.


    As thoughts of my uncle’s life, his children, and the rest of our family flooded my mind, the Holy Spirit reminded me that God alone determines when we live and die. So I prayed again, Lord, please spare my uncle’s life. Don’t take him from this earth until I have the assurance that he’ll be with you in heaven.


    Uncle Tony received chemotherapy but continued to deteriorate. I felt so powerless against this disease. Though I was a minister in training, someone who was supposed to lead others, I was overwhelmed.


    One Sunday after church at the home my uncle and grandmother shared, I looked at my uncle, now very gaunt and withdrawn, and I burst into tears. How full of life he used to be.


    “It’s going to be okay,” Uncle Tony said.


    But I knew that wasn’t true. This was not okay.


    Watching Uncle Tony die was one of the hardest things I’ve ever faced. It was even more devastating knowing that he didn’t want to die and hadn’t made peace with his condition.


    We decided that Uncle Tony would receive hospice care in his home. But he needed more support than we could provide. Since he was too fragile to be moved, we asked God for grace and strength. We knew it was only a matter of time before he would pass away. He was barely talking and had stopped eating.


    Feeling desperate and unsure whether or not Uncle Tony had ever talked to God about forgiveness, I asked my mentor, Helen West, one of the elders at my church—Bethel Gospel Assembly—to come and pray for Uncle Tony. I needed to know that he would be with the Lord after he died.


    My uncle lay there as Elder West entered the room. I watched and silently prayed that God would show his presence. Elder West talked to him and read to him passages from the Bible. After that, she asked him if he wanted to have a relationship with God, to acknowledge that the wrongs my uncle had committed had been dealt with when Jesus died on the cross. Because of that, he could have peace with God. If he understood that, he was to raise his hand.


    I studied Uncle Tony intently for any sign of movement.


    Nothing.


    Had he heard her? Would God answer my prayer?


    I prayed again. Slowly, his right hand moved, lifting off the bed. He’d heard! He wanted to be at peace with God.


    Four days later my uncle took his final breath. But I knew that death was not the final answer for him. He would be with the Lord for eternity. The joy and release that I felt were indescribable.


    Elder West gave the eulogy at my uncle’s homegoing service. We chose to call the service a “homegoing” instead of a funeral because we believed that he indeed went home to his final resting place in heaven with the Lord (2 Corinthians 5:8).


    I couldn’t help recalling my prayer for the men in my family back in April. God had answered by showing the power of his presence during one of the most difficult times my family had faced.


    Have you ever felt out of your depth as a leader? Another man felt way out of his league when handed an assignment. His name was Moses.


    


      MOSES MAKES A PLAN: TAKE ONE


      Moses’ familiar story has been the subject of films—Exodus: Gods and Kings (2014), The Ten Commandments (1956)—and novels such as Moses, Man of the Mountain by Zora Neale Hurston. It began with a problem that needed a solution.


      For centuries the Israelites—who were then known as the Hebrews—were slaves in Egypt. Slavery was Pharaoh’s chosen means of population control (Exodus 3:8-14). Their cries of anguish had reached God (Exodus 3:7-9), and he decided “to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Exodus 3:8). But he would use a man to do it.


      Moses was an unlikely choice for a deliverer—the kind of story Hollywood loves. He was born to Amram and Jochebed (Numbers 26:58-59) at the worst time for male babies to be born. Having survived Pharaoh’s second method of population control—killing male Hebrew babies (Exodus 1:15-22)—he had been raised by the current Pharaoh’s daughter (Exodus 2:1-10). So far so good. But around the age of forty, Moses witnessed an Egyptian’s cruelty to one of his own people. Driven by concern for the oppression of his people, Moses saw this as his call to action. So, he murdered the man and quickly buried him (Exodus 2:11-12).


      Not the ideal resume entry for the job of deliverer.


      Moses had been seen and was forced to flee to Midian to escape Pharaoh’s demand for justice (Exodus 2:13–15). He’d blown it.


    


    

    

      MOSES MAKES A PLAN: TAKE TWO


      You’ve heard stories of celebrities who were downgraded from fame and fortune to anonymity and sometimes poverty. Moses, the celebrity of his day, had gone from being the adopted son of the daughter of Pharaoh to being a nobody in the wilderness with nothing but the clothes on his back. But there was a silver cloud on the horizon. After helping a group of shepherdesses (Exodus 2:16-17), he gained a wife, a new home, and a new responsibility: being a shepherd over the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro.


      Despite Moses’ failed attempt and forced retreat, God still had plans for Moses. Forty years of seasoning as a husband to Zipporah and a shepherd in the wilderness of Midian had rendered Moses ready to lead. But in Exodus 3, Moses encountered God’s presence in a unique way


      In The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell’s seminal work on the hero’s journey, one of the steps of the hero’s journey is the call to action. Moses’ call to action was literally God calling to him from a burning bush: “And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt” (Exodus 3:9-10).


      Imagine how you would feel if you heard the voice of God calling to you from a tree or a bush outside your home and giving you an assignment. What would you say first? Do first?


      Keep in mind that Moses had never heard the voice of God. He wasn’t exactly sure who was speaking to him. As Exodus 3:13 describes it: “Then Moses said to God, ‘If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, “The God of your fathers has sent me to you,” and they ask me, “What is his name?” what shall I say to them?’” (ESV). Sounds like a stalling technique, doesn’t it?


      Moses felt completely unqualified and lamented to God that he was a man of lowly position. Look at his list of excuses in Exodus 4. How could he be the best for this assignment?


      


        

          The Leader in You Chart


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Moses’ Excuse (Exodus 4)


                	God’s Response


              


              

                	What if they do not believe me or listen to me and say, “The LORD did not appear to you”? (v. 1)


                	What is that in your hand? . . . Throw [the staff] on the ground. . . . This is so that they may believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has appeared to you. (vv. 2-5)


              


              

                	I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue. (v. 10)


                	Who gave human beings their mouths? Who makes them deaf or mute? Who gives them sight or makes them blind? Is it not I, the LORD? Now go; I will help you speak and will teach you what to say. (vv. 11-12)


              


              

                	Please send someone else. (v. 13)


                	What about your brother, Aaron the Levite?. . . . You shall speak to him and put words in his mouth; I will help both of you speak and will teach you what to do. (vv. 14-15)


              


            

          


        


      


      With every doubt Moses had about his ability to lead, God responded by showing Moses that he had already made provision for his journey—the provision of the Lord himself.


      God showed Moses and us that he equips us with everything we need to effectively lead. Resources are already at our disposal, often already within us. We come to understand how the presence of God can be found in the promises throughout the Bible, the language of prayer, hearing the voice of God within our spirit, and also through those who provide wise counsel.
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