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To young leaders looking for new ways of being,

to seasoned leaders looking for new inspiration,

to believers yearning for new models for living,

to those searching for God—

this book is dedicated to you.
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In honor of my amazing father,

Rev. Leonard P. Massie Jr.

(1950–2022)
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“Leadership is designed to kill you.”

The statement jumped off the page at me.

At first glance, it explains so much. We live in a time when an alarming number of pastors, church leaders, and prominent Christian figures rarely reach the end of their tenure without experiencing some form of crisis or breakdown. Leadership, it seems, is killing us.

Or consider the growing trend of church leaders who don’t just encounter crises—they resign, often quietly, in despair or frustration. Others are forced out by moral failures that seem to happen with frightening regularity. Every time I think we’ve seen the last scandal in the church, another one emerges, and then another. Sometimes I hear of three in a day. Ugh.

But it’s not just moral failure that’s taking leaders down.

The overwhelming demands of leadership are crushing families and draining the life out of leaders. Over time, these leaders become shadows of the people they once were or, worse, they simply quit. Their calling wasn’t finished, but they were.

To say that Christian leadership is in crisis is not an overstatement.

This brings us back to the idea that leadership is designed to kill us. But what does that really mean? Is leadership some sort of conspiracy, meant to claim more victims than victors? Is it inevitable that if you sign up to serve God in your calling, you’ll end up as another statistic?

There’s another way to understand this premise, and it’s where the promise of this book lies.

Leadership—Christian leadership, specifically—is not designed to kill all of you but rather the parts of you that need to die.

After all, Jesus said to his closest followers, “Among you it will be different” (Matthew 20:26 NLT).

So why isn’t Christian leadership different? That’s the great question that Nicole Martin so helpfully (and painfully) explores.

If you do it right, Christian leadership should kill your thirst for power, your ego, the relentless pace driven by your ambition, your insatiable desire to perform, your quest for perfection, the unreasonable demands you place on others to be loyal to you, and your secret desire to see your ministry scale and gain prominence.

When these ambitions die, something far more powerful rises.

This is the critical difference between Christian leadership and leadership driven by secular values. Unfortunately, the latter have seeped into Christian leadership like arsenic. It doesn’t take a lot of toxins to kill you. Even a small dose of noncrucified metrics—success, scale, and performance motivated by ego—can be deadly.

I’ve felt this battle in my own leadership journey. Early on I rarely questioned my motives. After all, I had left a promising career in law to enter ministry. That was an altruistic move, right? So how could my motives be anything but pure?

But the longer I’ve led and the deeper I’ve gone in following Jesus, the more I’ve realized my motives are far from pure. Sadly, they’re often mixed, sometimes deeply so. I’ve been obsessed with performance, both mine and others. I’ve loved the idea of scaling ministry. For years I operated at a speed that no human could sustain. That lasted until my body declared a finish line because I didn’t—I burned out.

When I read the stories of leaders who have fallen, I recognize that the seeds of failure exist within me too. A little less self-discipline, a bit more distance from community, or a few steps away from Christ, and I grow frightened to think what I might be capable of.

Leadership is designed to kill you if you do it right, by nailing all your passions and ambitions to the cross.

That’s what (I hope) I’m in the process of doing, nailing all of that.

As you read through this perceptive book, I pray that you, as I did, see the parts of yourself that still need to die.

And don’t get discouraged; there will always be parts.

Sanctification is a lifelong journey. The Christian leadership journey is, to use a phrase coined by Friedrich Nietzsche and popularized by Eugene Peterson, a long obedience in the same direction.

However, as you die to the things that both cause death and deserve death, you will find the very thing Jesus promised—life, and life in all its fullness. The church needs that now more than ever, as does the world.










Introduction
THE TIME IS NOW
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This book may not make you money. It’s unlikely to increase your status, get you the next best job, or bring you into new stratospheres of power. This is the book you pick up when you finally realize that traditional leadership no longer works for who you are or for the people you serve. For generations, leaders have been encouraged to wear leadership like a store-bought suit and to simply tailor it to fit our contexts. We’ve believed the idea that good leadership is about getting things done and that teams are designed to help us get there.

And then came millennials who started demanding more from their workplaces. No longer satisfied with simply doing a job, they pushed their organizations to actually care. They grew weary of narratives where leaders and staff members went to places they hated just for a paycheck and strived to belong to places that valued who they were beyond what they did.

And then came greater diversity. Traditional leadership teachings and styles hung on predominantly White male models that were assumed to fit every lifestyle. But women needed room for their natural gifts to shine, and people of color needed space to elevate the values they brought into their roles. Even White men grew weary of the leadership status quo, craving innovative ways to lean into changing realities. This increased the need for new, more comprehensive models of leadership to accommodate this newer, more diverse leadership landscape.

And then came the Covid-19 pandemic. Prior to March 2020, it was almost unheard of to consider how an employee felt or what they needed in order to work effectively. But when entire workforces were required to work from home and people had space to think more carefully about what it meant to do a job, things began to change. Motivations for work changed. How people felt about teams changed. The willingness to acknowledge mental health and to create environments for flourishing changed, and this was not limited to just one industry. Every organization was affected by this gradual shift from a mission-centric to a people-centric workplace. None of these factors are negative in and of themselves, but each brings new challenges and opportunities to rethink the way we’ve always done leadership.

These and many other shifts have affected every area of business, even reaching to churches and faith-based organizations where work fatigue increased with changes in society. Volunteers have started to expect more from the places where they serve. Faith-based staff members are carrying greater responsibilities and experiencing higher levels of burnout. When you add increased visibility through social media and the gut-wrenching stories of moral failures among leaders, what you get is a leadership crisis. There are greater demands on leaders to serve with compassion than in the past and greater awareness of the impact of toxicity in the workplace. In both secular and sacred spaces, there is a deficit of leaders who operate with integrity in their empathy and a proliferation of wounded employees. How can we bridge the gap between the lack of strong leadership and the overabundance of needs? The only way to solve this is to shift the way Christian leaders think about leadership in order to shift the way they lead.

The emphasis of this book is on Christian leaders for several reasons:


	1. Christian leaders are located everywhere. They serve in the church, at the bank, in schools, and in just about every field imaginable. Christian leaders have the greatest capacity to reach the largest amount of people in the world.


	2. Christian leaders ought to be guided by principles that go beyond their occupations. Regardless of where they serve, Christian leaders theoretically answer to a higher calling. This allows them to be centrally influenced by the gospel in a way that makes them more open to God-directed changes and pivots.


	3. Christianity itself is in crisis. While Christian leaders are everywhere, what we observe across the ecclesiastical landscape is a type of identity crisis within churches where even the people inside of them have no idea who they are. We have lost sight of what it means to be lights in darkness. We have forgotten what it means to prioritize the needs of the least of these, elevating internal needs over those in the church’s community. As a result, we have lost sight of what it means to be a disciple and follower of Jesus. This crisis creates a vacuum where it is easier to learn a new trade than it is to learn how to follow Christ.


	4. We have disconnected faith from discomfort and leadership from sacrifice. At the core of Christianity is the cross, and at the core of leadership is servitude. When both are in crisis, the default is to lean toward what is comfortable and easy. But it is a dangerous world when leaders care more about their comfort than their calling and when faith is more about height than it is about depth.


	5. God is the only one who can solve the crises we face in society and in our lives. Self-help books will not solve the deeper issues. Doing what we’ve always done will simply get us the same results. Only God can prompt us to redirect our lives in a way that brings healing and hope to the world. Without him, we can do nothing.




Now more than ever, we need courageous Christian leaders in every field who are willing to turn to God for a revelatory vision of how to lead in times of intense trauma. We need people who don’t mind taking up their crosses to follow Christ, not only to the mountain tops but also into the valleys of pain. We need a revival of crucified living that might take us to resurrected leadership for the glory of God and the good of the people! But necessary tasks hardly ever come easy.


A PREVIEW OF THE JOURNEY

We are about to begin an excursion together to wrestle with what it looks like to lead with crucified lives so that a truer vision of God’s healing grace may be resurrected in and through us. I am defining the “crucified life” as the day by day, moment by moment process of taking up our crosses to follow Jesus. Some scholars, such as Michael Gorman, have used the term cruciformity to describe this process of “letting the cross of the crucified Messiah be the shape, as well as the source, of life in him.”1 Since crucifixion names the finished work of Christ on the cross and cruciformity names the spiritual discipline of being shaped by the cross, it’s important to use both terms to illuminate the true glory of resurrection. This journey will invite you to rethink your context, your capacity, and your calling in ways that are designed to make you unsettled enough for God to do something new. As much as it would be easier for God to do miraculous works in our lives when things are smooth, disruption is the primary means to bring about lasting change. If you’re ready, we will walk together to disrupt our previous ideas about leadership, crucifying them on the cross, and making room for God to resurrect visions of healing in their place. Here’s how we’ll do it.

In the first section, we’ll unpack the problem of why the world feels more stressed and traumatized now than ever before. We’ll explore some of the themes mentioned above that have contributed to our current crises and get real about dangers of American triumphalism. While the context is carefully structured for Americans, there is no doubt that principles of power, ego, performance, and more can be applied across global contexts. The purpose of discussing the roots of the issues is to build the courage to figure out what we can do about it.

In the second section, we’ll take time to investigate the progression from where we are to where we want to be. We’ll wade through seven areas of traditional leadership that will need to be reframed through the lens of crucifixion and resurrection. I will regularly use the phrase traditional leadership, knowing that each element presents itself in various forms of leadership teaching and philosophies. We’ll begin with larger concepts, including power and ego. These will set the stage for looking at our motivations to lead. From there, we’ll move to more internal challenges of reconsidering speed, performance, and perfection. After this, we’ll shift to organizational perspectives on loyalty and scale. Throughout each of these chapters, you’ll see a combination of stories from fictional accounts to historic reflections to futuristic projections to define what’s at stake. While we may experience some natural turbulence that comes from tussling with the past, we’ll land the plane with either questions to reflect on or summary points you may consider.

The last section is all about the promise of God for those who are willing to take the leap of faith into new leadership realities. You’ll see Jesus as the center point for most of the scriptural application, but this last chapter will expand to deepen our biblical basis of hope. We’ll dream together to find out what is possible and be encouraged to know that we are not alone. In the end, my hope is that you will finish this book with greater conviction to lay it all down before Christ who can raise up something more glorious through you.




MY PRAYER FOR YOU

I cannot tell you how honored I am to guide you on this journey! As I’ve written these words, I’ve had each of you in mind: those who are already leading and looking for new paths, those who are considering leadership and aren’t certain of where to start, and those who have taken on nontraditional forms of leadership in volunteer organizations, in your churches, and even in your homes. I’ve been praying for you. With each paragraph and with each story, I’ve asked God to speak uniquely to you in ways that might help you to hear him. I know that my words are feeble, and I’m certain that there are things I’ve overlooked. But my earnest prayer is that there might be something in these pages that challenges the way you’ve thought or acted and prompts you toward a new vision for yourself and for those you serve.

I’ve had the privilege of serving in a variety of leadership roles: in student government, in the school orchestra, on the junior usher board, in the choir, and on the playground during school. I’ve led young adults, Sunday school teachers, life group leaders, preachers, and staff members as an executive minister. I’ve led churches in city mobilization and regions as a national director. I’ve led large groups as a senior vice president and small groups as the discipleship pastor. I’ve started organizations as the executive director and helped build others as a trustee, executive committee teammate, and board member. I’ve served in the C-suite as a chief impact officer and found my most challenging and fulfilling roles as a wife, mother, sister, daughter, granddaughter, niece, cousin, and friend. But none of these roles would be possible without the prayers of the saints and the merciful power of God. If you are willing and ready, I believe that your hardest days of leadership might prove to be the most redemptive times of faith in Christ. I cannot wait to see what God has in store. Let’s have some fun!
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    PART 1

    THE
PROBLEM








1
THE REALITIES OF STRESS AND SUFFERING IN OUR PRESENT AGE
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COMPOUNDED PERSONAL STRESS

It was Friday at 6:13 p.m. He kept telling himself that he would stop after that one last email, but there were so many “lasts” that he lost count. He needed to respond to the issue that came up about the building so that everyone could get into the office on Monday. He had to reply to the legal team to make sure the organization was properly protected. He had no choice but to reply to one of his direct reports about a personnel issue that would likely lead to a dispute. He knew he could not ignore the message from the finance team asking for salaries and headcounts to determine the next steps in a potential reduction in force.

Like a good teacher, he answered each email in turn, responding as directly as possible, resolving each question quickly so that the next problem could step forward. This was how he was taught by his predecessor. “Real leaders start early and stay late” was the refrain that echoed in his head every time his eyes fought against the heaviness of exhaustion. His brain was beginning to enter the fog zone as answers jumbled together and words lost their distinction. He had just been promoted to the C-suite above his peers, and it felt like they were all waiting to see him fail. But it was difficult to juggle the demands of a new job with the increasing demands of his aging mother. He moved into her neighborhood a few months ago to make sure he could check on her frequently, but her memory loss seemed to be more prevalent with each passing week. When he brought her dinner after yet another late night at work, he was heartbroken to hear her call him by the neighbor’s name. With so much stress in the office and so much stress at home, his life felt like an unstable stack of Jenga blocks, just waiting to fall on the next turn.

It was Thursday at 2:55 p.m. She sat at her computer with her to-do list on the left, food behind the screen, and two stale cups of coffee on the right. She had fifty-five tabs open on her screen, all demanding immediate attention. Her work screen reflected emails that needed responses, messages from colleagues that were still unread, and a task list that reprimanded her every time she saw it, rebuking her for all the boxes left unchecked while new tasks waited impatiently to be added. Her “side-hustle” screen revealed the fact that she was far too busy to even have a side hustle, but the necessary items left in her Amazon shopping cart said otherwise. Her “kids’ stuff” screen was also open, punishing her for not staying on top of school supplies or camp registrations that would soon accumulate late fees. Her Zoom screen was in full-blown meeting mode, but she had perfected the art of keeping her eyes in one place, hoping that her colleagues could not tell that she was also responding to a text from her sister at the same time.

When her phone rang, she noticed the time and realized how quickly 8 a.m. turned to 2:55 p.m., which was five minutes past the time to leave the house and pick up the kids. With thoughts scattered, heart racing, and so much left undone, she typed her goodbye in the Zoom chat and grabbed her keys, knowing that all the screens she’d left behind would be anxiously awaiting her return.

I wonder if anything in these stories resonates with you. Maybe you can identify with what it means to juggle the demands of work and family at the same time. Perhaps you understand what it feels like to carry the invisible burdens of weighty decisions that keep you up at night. No one has to tell you that we are living in stressful times because you already know it. You feel it every time you wake up and fight it every time you lie down.

Stress can be defined differently for each of us and can be triggered in a variety of ways. My stress often comes from my inability to say no and from my tendency to take on more than I can possibly do at one time. Your stress may come from relationships or work or other areas that trigger the worst parts of who you are. Regardless of its origin or nature, every single one of us experiences stress of some kind during various parts of our days. For the most part, stress can be a helpful motivator to drive us to get things done and to move things along in our lives. Yet, for many of us, stress can be a distraction from ourselves, from others, and even from God. When we are stressed, we cannot focus on other people and often struggle to figure out our needs. At the peak of our stress, when we are most in need of God, we are also most prone to turn away from God, trying to find quick fixes to problems that only God can solve. While humanity has always struggled with the daily challenges of work, care for family, personal health, and communal well-being, you and I must now deal with the compounded nature of these stressors. The simplicity of dealing with one stress at a time is gone and the complexity of simultaneously navigating multiple realities has come.

Take the 2020 pandemic, for example. It was never simply that the Covid-19 virus spread and extended quarantines were distressing. It was also the fact that the pandemic piled on top of family stress, which sat on top of pre-existing emotional trauma, which sat on top of relationship strains and difficulties at work and lack of connection at church and everything else. Nations have always had socioeconomic disparities, but the lack of natural resources today and lack of access for those most impoverished seems to have grown over time. Communities have always wrestled with divisions, but the overexposure to media coupled with the algorithms that keep people talking to people like themselves have expanded the walls that divide us today. While humanity has always wrestled with a multiplicity of tensions, what we feel and experience now is what some might call “a perfect stress storm” with potential to affect us internally and externally, personally and collectively, nationally and globally. And this is what we bring with us to the workplace.

Chances are that you already know this. You can tell that people on your teams are a little more on edge now than they were before. Meetings seem a little more strained now than they were before 2019. Colleagues may seem more sensitive, more easily offended, more likely to be absent physically, emotionally, or mentally. This was especially true in 2021 when management professor Anthony Klotz coined the phrase “the Great Resignation.”1 At that time, he anticipated that the increase of four unique trends at the height of the pandemic would lead to a massive resignation of the American workforce. He attributed this phenomenon to “an existing backlog of resignations as some workers chose to stay in their jobs because of the uncertainty resulting from the pandemic, widespread burnout among workers, widespread re-evaluation of priorities and values among workers and the reluctance of some workers to give up remote work.”2 While Klotz believed the resignations would eventually subside as workplaces became more tolerable and people found themselves in more meaningful roles, the lingering effects of this moment in history will take many years to resolve. In the past, we could get away with not focusing as much on the needs of the workforce, believing that a paycheck would be enough to keep employees engaged. Instead, this new reality teaches us that people are demanding more from their workplaces and even more from faith-based organizations where they serve. And when they do not receive what they need, they will resign or, even worse, quit quietly.

This idea of “quiet quitting” followed the trends of the Great Resignation with employees checking out of jobs they did not want. In 2022, Gallup found that more than 50 percent of the American workforce had quietly quit, performing at bare minimum levels for their jobs or less.3 They were unwilling to do anything more than what was listed on the job description, silently separating themselves from any organizational affiliation. This was a significant problem because it signaled a noteworthy disconnect between employees and employers.4 People became less engaged with their organizations because they did not feel that their work mattered. They did not feel cared for, they did not have clear expectations, they did not have pathways for growth, and they no longer felt part of something meaningful.

This was especially true for younger workers who were often at lower positions within organizations. During the pandemic, they felt even more isolated from their workplaces and colleagues, creating a greater rift between them and the people around them. They became disillusioned, lacking the mentorship and guidance necessary for future success. This only compounded the stress affecting younger workers and increased their anxieties around life and work. According to the American College Health Association, college graduates are entering the workplace with higher levels of anxiety and depression than the generations that preceded them.5 They have learned to survive work, but their acute awareness of mental health makes them unlikely to thrive or to stay when the workplace becomes emotionally unhealthy.

Women also experienced increased stress during the pandemic and in the years that followed. Women with children found themselves doing everything imaginable during the pandemic when many children were in virtual school at home. They were acting as coach, counselor, teacher, housekeeper, chef, and more, all while trying to maintain some sense of sanity themselves. Single women often kept longer work hours during the pandemic with less time or space to connect with friends or participate in community. Loneliness among women skyrocketed as social spaces became more limited, and many women began turning to other comforts to ease the pain. In 2019, the National Institute of Health found that rates of alcohol use disorder (AUD) increased in women by 84 percent over the past ten years relative to a 35 percent increase in men.6 The normalization of alcohol use as a means of coping with stress was already rising before 2020, making this pandemic the perfect storm for the rise in alcohol-related deaths among women.7 While some of these realities will subside over time, the lingering effects of these challenges will continue for many years to come, reshaping the workplace as we have known it.

The pandemic also proved to be stressful for some ethnic and racial groups, specifically in Black, Asian, Jewish, and Latino communities. In early 2020, news that the spread of Covid-19 originated in China led to a rise in hate crimes against Asian Americans.8 People wanted someone to blame and felt like Asians were ideal targets for their pain. While Black Americans remain the most targeted group for hate crimes, they too saw an increase in traumatic murders and hate crimes during this season. Millions of people watched as George Floyd’s life was snuffed out as he suffocated under a police officer’s knee, further underscoring the racialization of death for petty crimes. Black men dying for small infractions has become a common occurrence in America, and while some called 2020 a year of “racial reckoning,” others felt that nothing changed. Jewish communities also faced increasing fear of crimes against them as antisemitic rhetoric and crimes rose as much as 36 percent in the years following the pandemic.9 The growing harassment online seemed to be bolstered by political agendas that made even synagogues feel unsafe. Anti-immigration sentiments also grew, affecting Latino communities across the United States. Even those who grew up in America felt the tensions of victimization. These growing crimes and mounting statistics have created an environment of fear and lack of trust that affects how many people show up for work each day.

As if that weren’t enough, Americans are experiencing the collective stress of growing political divides. In 2020, Pew Research found that more than two-thirds of the country believed we were more divided than we were before the pandemic. We are divided not only by who we vote for but also by the demonization of the other side. In 2020, 89 percent of Donald Trump supporters felt that Joe Biden’s election would lead to lasting harm to our country, while 90 percent of Biden supporters felt the exact same about Trump.10 The deep divisions of politics made everything feel political, from vaccines to criminal justice and even decisions made about schools. These strains were so palpable in families and in churches that people found themselves unable to have conversations with others who did not see things as they did. The idea of civil dialogue was nearly lost as violence grew against those with opposing views. This was no longer an issue of differing opinions. This felt like a division of values and expectations, affecting how we live, how we lead, and yes, even how we work together.

The stressors of our times are so expansive that it would be impossible to name them all. We can go through every category of people, every major life event, and every organizational flaw to find what we already know: stress affects us all in different ways and at different times. What is unique about this time is the fact that organizations and workplaces are not immune to the impacts of individual stress and trauma. In the past, leadership remained somewhat inoculated from the challenges of life around it, believing that leaders who were consistent in the pursuit of vision would most certainly succeed. But the stress and challenges of our times have caused a fundamental shift in how we show up in the world, how we show up in the workplace, and therefore, how we lead in the midst of it. We can no longer lead teams as if everyone is the same. We can no longer lead blindly, as if race, gender, age, politics, or other differences do not matter. Doing so would run the risk of compounding the stress people are already experiencing, making the workplace potentially more toxic and the organization’s mission less likely to be achieved. Instead, the best way to lead in times of immense stress, trauma, and pressure is not to avoid it but to enter into it. Rather than to ignore the stress that affects us and others, perhaps the calling from God is to enter into that stress as means of bringing radical redemption and hope for times like these.




A THEOLOGY OF ENTERING IN

The scariest part about a haunted house is going inside. When you’re standing outside, you can see what you are about to enter. The decor is so disinviting that everything around the house literally screams, “Do not enter!” Those who are crazy enough to take steps forward often do so at their own risk. They may even see a sign or hear a voice that says, “Enter if you dare,” but if you can make it through the door, you’re more than halfway through.

Knowing that Jesus entered humanity through his birth almost feels like entering a haunted house. I imagine the darkness of the world and the sin of humanity felt a lot like the signs and sounds that screamed, “Enter if you dare!” The risk of entrusting divinity in humanity was extremely high as light became life and Spirit took on flesh. But, despite the warning signs and the dangers, Jesus dared to enter the world haunted by sin to prove his love for all creation. He entered into the stress of the times, choosing to be born to a family that didn’t even have enough money for a proper room. While he could have magically appeared as a conquering adult king, he chose to enter this world through the stress and strain of childbirth, appearing as a helpless child. He entered into the tensions of both birthrights and adoptive care, coming directly from God by way of the Holy Spirit, through Mary and cared for by Joseph. The stress of his birth was compounded by the stress of the required census, which was compounded by the vulnerable position of the Jews under the Romans, which was compounded by the complexities of a covenantal promise and the Jews’ faith in a coming Messiah.

The incarnation of Christ is God’s voluntary acknowledgment of humanity’s stress. Being born in a stressful time, in a stressful manner, was one of the many ways that God demonstrated his understanding of the traumas that negatively affect our lives. He did not choose to stand apart from our stress, though that would have certainly been an easier route. Instead, he chose to stand with us in our stress, being born as we are born, struggling as we struggle, taking in both personal and communal realities that cause stress to every generation. And yet, because he was born into this stress, his birth became the pathway to our redemption. Through his birth, Jesus modeled that even the most stressful situations can be redeemed and our darkest nights of pain can turn into the brightest days of hope.

In the first words of his Gospel account, John illustrated the redemption that happened when Jesus entered in. Mirroring the language of Genesis, John described Jesus as the Word who was in the beginning with God and who was God (John 1:1-2). He went on to say that Jesus was not only the Word, he was also the incarnation of life, which is the light to shine in the darkness of our humanity (John 1:4-5). This light, John says, will shine in the darkness but will not be overcome by it. It will be present in pain but not overwhelmed by it. The light of Christ will exist in times of intense stress and struggle but will not be overtaken by them. By taking on flesh and dwelling among us, Jesus as the Word, the life, and the light modeled his power both to understand and transform everything we experience in this world (John 1:14). He simultaneously validated and diminished the darkness by showing up as light. As the One who is life and gives eternal life, Jesus validated and defeated death as we know it. With just his miraculous presence through incarnation, Jesus became the One who both understood us and changed us for all eternity.

Incarnation teaches us the value of validating our realities to diminish their power in the presence of God. But the only way to fully experience the redemptive power of this life as light is to fully understand the depths of the darkness. We have an invitation from God to understand stress and suffering by entering it as a means of redeeming it. While we cannot always change the things that stress us, we can expose them to the truth of God’s Word so that he can redeem them for our good. Every stress and every struggle can be redeemed for God’s glory and our good! Therefore, when we enter the realities of stress around us and take time to understand what people are going through, we make room for God to redeem that stress for God’s glory and our good. We enter into the pain of suffering when we learn the challenges that others face and are willing to understand with empathy and grace. Renowned psychologist and trauma counselor Diane Langberg said, “We are called to enter into relationships centered on suffering so that we might reveal in flesh and blood the nature of the Crucified One.”11 When we enter the pain and suffering of others, we also enter the pain and suffering of Christ who stands in solidarity with us. This presence in suffering is not just for the sake of unity and comradery but for the purpose of redemption, bringing creativity, healing, and hope.

Every relationship presents us with an opportunity to enter the realities of others as Christ entered our realities through his birth. As leaders, we enter not simply to validate and understand but also to transform and create together what no one could create alone. Leadership that is both empathic and redemptive makes room to see people where they are while simultaneously bringing them to where they could be. This powerful experience allows team members, volunteers, and staff to feel seen and heard, giving them greater motivation to serve and grow with others. But the opposite is also true when leaders refuse to enter the stress and suffering of others. By rejecting the opportunity to enter in, we run the risk of assuming that everyone is just like us. We short-circuit our compassion by not truly understanding who and where people are. We limit our connections with shallow conversations that hardly ever allow people to be seen or heard. In the workplace, leaders who refuse to enter the stress of others are more likely to run them over, using them like tools in a toolbox that can be easily replaced when they wear down. This further exacerbates stress for those who are most vulnerable, making them less effective for themselves, for their team, and even for God.

Entering the pain, stress, and trauma of others requires that we see our teams and organizations as places of healing and not simply places of work. It might sound idealistic, but given the depth of trauma that faces each generation and the intensity of stress that mounts with every passing moment, this might be a significant factor for employee recruitment and retention for years to come. People want to work where they feel valued and seen. They want to serve in contexts where leaders care about who they are and not just about what they do. Workplaces with demonstrative empathy and compassion are far more successful at keeping and recruiting new team members than those who are not. In this way, entering into the stress and pain of others is not simply good theology, it’s also good sense.




DEBUNKING EMPATHY MYTHS

If entering into the stress and realties of others helps increase employee engagement, then why doesn’t it happen more often, especially in Christian workplaces? Unfortunately, while the motivators for doing what is right may be clear, the incentive for doing what is wrong is often very appealing. The only way to change organizational and leadership behaviors is by naming the myths and lies we tend to believe and beginning the process of replacing them with the truth. As we consider the importance of entering in, here are a few common misplaced reasons why we don’t, and what we can do about them:


	1. Entering the stress and realities of others validates their dysfunction. Not all stress is dysfunctional, and it typically does not last forever. While it might feel like we are endorsing where people are at the start, we do so as a means of bringing them into new realities through their role on a larger team. Acknowledging where people are in the moment is the start, not the destination.


	2. Showing empathy at work is a waste of time and money. This can certainly feel true in the short term when, say, a manager is taking time away from a specific task to hear and understand the stress and pain that a team member suffers. But in the long term, empathy increases belonging, which creates an environment for greater productivity, not less. Taking the time to understand the pain of current team members is ultimately less expensive and time consuming than hiring someone else with presumably fewer needs.


	3. Entering into the lives of others is depressing. It can be difficult to enter into stressful situations and stories that are not our own, especially when we have not been through similar pain ourselves. But Brené Brown suggests, “Empathy is a way to connect to the emotion another person is experiencing; it doesn’t require that we have experienced the same situation they are going through.”12 We can add to this that empathy does not require that we take on the stress of others, simply that we hear, acknowledge, and strive to understand. Being a light in someone’s darkness does not have to dim your light.


	4. Weak people who need this level of care should not be working. If this were the case, it’s likely that none of us would be equipped to serve in organizations at various points in our lives! Just because someone is dealing with stress does not mean they are incapable of working. In cases where this really is true and someone’s stress or pain is sincerely keeping them from doing the job, there are numerous health resources that can help both the staff member and the organization to get the additional support they need (some of these include the Society for Human Resource Management, local and national Employee Assistance Programs, or employer/employee health insurance benefits).


	5. We shouldn’t have to change the organization to accommodate a small group of hurting people. The assumption that most people at work are stress-, pain-, and trauma-free while only a handful are not is simply not true. Stress and painful experiences are present in every person and in every generation. When we adjust to accommodate those who are most affected by stress and painful realities, we make the organization better for everyone, regardless of what they may be experiencing in life.


	6. The only people who need this level of empathy are women, young people, and minorities. Every single one of us can be affected by the realities of stress, trauma, and pain, regardless of our gender, age, or ethnicity. To blindly assume that White people or men or older people do not experience stress is to miss an opportunity to demonstrate Christlike empathy for others. While some stressors may affect us differently and some groups may be subject to greater amounts of systemic stress, our ability to tend to the needs of all people will be critical to organizational success.
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