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    To Debbie, my wife and partner of forty-two years.


    By consistently being true to who God made you to be


    you have enabled me to flourish as


    he intended me to be.


    

  


  
    




    
Introduction


    I have never enjoyed reading long introductions and tend to skip them if they go on and on, so I’ll be brief. In fact, all I really want to share with you is the vision that drove me to devote decades to researching and writing on steward leadership, especially to writing this book.


    I began my professional working life as an electrical engineer but spent the last thirty years of my working life in the nonprofit world. I’ve worked for a children’s camp, a church, a foundation and a nonprofit Christian publishing company, almost all eventually in the capacity of executive director. I also serve on the board of directors of numerous nonprofit organizations (NPOs), mostly in the role of chairman.


    My first exposure to the nonprofit world came through my local Bible church. There a young elder, Alex Strauch, encouraged me to embrace my leadership gifts, and under his mentorship I began preaching occasionally starting at age sixteen. I taught Bible studies almost weekly in high school and started serving as deacon while in college. Working in the church taught me how church leadership is unique compared with other nonprofit organizations and how even the young can be given chances to lead, influence and learn.


    In my college years I worked every summer at a children’s camp as program director. There I was mentored by the director, Paul Sapp (now deceased), who pointedly taught me about servanthood, accountability, delegation and influence over power.


    When I was in my mid-twenties my grandfather approached me one day and asked if I would be willing to take over leadership of the Wilson Family Foundation, an organization he had started in the 1950s to support publishing of Christian books in third-world countries. I was shocked by his offer at my young age, but he too said he recognized leadership in me. We engaged in many conversations about vision, mission, impact for Christ and the spread of the gospel worldwide. In some ways he was a negative example for me; his approach to leadership was as a business owner who emphasized power and authority over influence. But his early vision and obedience to Christ in creating the foundation continues to have its influence to this day, some sixty-five years later.


    After college I worked as an electrical engineer for a number of years. I never viewed engineering as a diversion from what some mistakenly call “full-time ministry” (we are all called as believers to full-time ministry wherever we are). As an engineer I saw many examples of leadership, both good and bad, and was given opportunities of my own to lead ethically and to learn how to lead through influence when one does not have formal authority.


    Since my youth I felt that God would someday lead me into professional ministry, and so I went to seminary in the evenings for several years. After graduation God made it clear that now was the time to join the pastoral staff of my church, so I left engineering behind and became an associate pastor and teaching elder. Church leadership was a refining process of learning about team leadership and spiritual leadership. But it was also when I experienced the dark side of leadership, when I allowed my passion for the church to overshadow my growing family and marriage, causing me to become a one-sided leader who excelled at ministry and failed at life. I will never forget the day one of the elders confronted me over breakfast (thank you, Doyle Roth) and said, “Kent, you can either have the work of the church or you can have your family, but the way you are living your life right now, you can’t have both. You have to choose.” I chose my family and resigned, feeling as though I had failed as a leader after all those years of learning.


    After floundering for months not knowing what to do, God was gracious and opened an opportunity to join the staff at NavPress Publishing, the publishing arm of the Navigators. I was hired to do a job in which I had zero experience (direct marketing), but the publisher saw transferable skills and potential in this young thirty-year-old. I ended up working at NavPress for twenty-one years and performed almost every job, finally being asked to lead the organization as executive publisher for the last ten years. At NavPress I was a part of a rich mentoring and leader-development environment. NavPress is what we call a “commercial nonprofit” in that it is expected to achieve a spiritual mission as a ministry but at the same time operate like a business with all of the attendant financial and performance disciplines. At NavPress I was able to hone and refine steward leadership when there wasn’t a term, literature or defined model for it yet.


    Today I work as an executive coach and consultant to business owners and nonprofit executives. I am now the mentor, coach, facilitator and encourager of other leaders, a leader of leaders. It is the fulfillment of my personal mission to mentor developing leaders to be all God intended them to be.


    In spite of such an immersive background in the world of nonprofit organizations and nonprofit leadership, my primary exposure to professional leadership development was through reading general business and leadership books, attending occasional leadership seminars and studying the few nonprofit management books available. Like most Christian nonprofit leaders, I found leadership models and resources in the for-profit world, but for the most part those models lacked any biblical basis. I wasn’t looking for “the biblical model” of leadership (since I believe the Bible focuses on principles and a leader’s character, not on models), but I wanted to learn an approach to leadership that was founded on (instead of supplemented by) biblical principles.


    The for-profit leadership models I read did provide a wealth of knowledge about organizational leadership and management, but I became increasingly aware of significant differences in the for-profit and nonprofit worlds. My own experience persuaded me that the nonprofit leader’s motivation to produce excellent results had a different basis than that of my for-profit counterparts. The most significant distinction I experienced was an awareness of leading the organization, its people and resources, as a trustee or steward—never as an owner. I also led employees and volunteers who viewed themselves as stewards. I realized that a foundational understanding of one’s role as a steward and not an owner was prevalent throughout Scripture but largely absent in the leadership literature of the day.


    Through most of my thirty years of nonprofit leadership, I struggled to develop an approach to leadership that conformed to this steward leader image. There were almost no books or seminars that highlighted the stewardship role nonprofit leaders performed. In fact, most of the Christian books on stewardship ignored the application of the steward as leader.


    As a result I talked with peers and tried to develop principles of steward leadership on my own. I read dozens of books on general stewardship (discovering that most were written by Christian authors) but found only one at the time that applied stewardship to leadership, and that just barely. Being a Christian and a trained Bible exegete, I sensed that we could find a basis for understanding who the steward was and how stewards led through studying the Old Testament and the parables of Jesus.


    I also was influenced both positively and negatively by other nonprofit leaders. Those who led effectively and articulated stewardship concepts in their leadership encouraged me to emulate their style and approach. Those who led as though they owned the organization and ignored the interests of the board and stakeholders increasingly gave me concern that they were violating fundamental principles of nonprofit leadership. At NavPress, an eighteen-million-dollar nonprofit publishing organization at the time, I found fertile ground both for testing my developing concepts of steward leadership and encouraging stewardship behaviors in other employees. The majority of this research and my concepts of steward leadership were developed while serving as executive director of that organization.


    The final impetus to formally launch my research came when I read a copy of Peter Block’s 1993 milestone book on stewardship and leadership, Stewardship: Choosing Service Over Self-Interest. That book thrust the issue of steward leadership to the forefront, but I saw it primarily as a missed opportunity. Block’s book never addresses leadership in the nonprofit sector, and it equates steward leadership with the redistribution of power, purpose and wealth. His book does provide useful emphases on servant­hood, rethinking the structure of the workplace and democratizing empowerment. But in my view Block misses the essence of stewardship, which is to manage the resources of others to accomplish the desires and goals of the owner of the resources, not their own objectives. That experience set in motion my commitment to contribute to the dialogue through doctoral research, the development of the Steward Leader Institute, and the writing of this book.


    I was torn concerning the type of book I wanted to write. On one hand I wanted to write about the steward as leader in every sphere of life, but I know the nonprofit sphere best and hence chose to focus there. I wanted to write a book for all leaders, whether they identified themselves as Christians or not, but my background and life motivation are unquestionably Christian, so I chose to address fellow Christian leaders first. I also wanted to write a book that would be equally used in the classroom and boardroom, but I know that my natural bent is that of a teacher and researcher, so this is a foundational book rather than one a practical application.


    So here is my vision: I believe that steward leadership, a recently articulated model of leadership with roots going back thousands of years, offers the greatest hope for the transformation and effectiveness of nonprofit leadership, both for Christian leaders and for the world. If fully embraced, it can change the face of nonprofit leadership forever—for stakeholders, boards of directors, executive directors and staff.


    In the following chapters, section one will look at the historical origins of the steward in both classical Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian cultures. Since the steward is a historical figure that many are unaware of today, I felt it essential to study and explain the role before looking in depth at the manner in which stewards lead and manage others. In section two, we will provide a clear definition of the steward leadership model. Given that steward leadership is a relatively recently articulated approach to leadership, it is necessary to define the model at the outset. The steward model will then be compared to its closest “cousin,” the servant leadership model, in order to further elucidate its characteristics and distinctives. Finally, in section three, we will apply steward leadership directly to the various leadership roles in the nonprofit organization: the board, the executive director or CEO, and individual staff members. I could have applied the model to any number of sectors, but the nonprofit sector is a good place to begin.


    I think you will come to agree that steward leadership is the best and most historically and biblically based model to help the nonprofit executive become an effective leader of a life-changing organization.
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The Distinct Challenges of Nonprofit Organizational Leadership


    Walter had lots of business leadership experience. He had worked in engineering for decades in different management and leadership positions, which gave him the confidence in his late forties to fulfill a dream and move to the nonprofit sector. He assumed that his years of business leadership would be a significant contribution to a nonprofit organization in Colorado Springs. Sure, the pay scale wasn’t even close to what he was used to, but he had been frugal and was willing to take a paycheck hit in order to replace career ascension with significance. The interview process seemed to point to the organization’s desire for the business skills he brought to the table, and as a result he felt affirmed when he was given an executive role. The nonprofit was in obvious need of cleanup and turnaround.


    In the first few months Walter focused on getting to know the staff, the board and the constituents. He didn’t come with a ten-page plan, just an openness to listen and learn before he gained the emotional right to suggest a strategy. At the time he heard enough comments in the vein of “Finally we have a leader who knows something about business and organizations” that he didn’t notice the equally cautious remarks about how “We do things a little differently here than you may be used to in business.” As long as he was learning, things were positive. But as soon as Walter started to suggest specific changes in processes, staffing and programming, resistance became more overt. Staff members started commenting that “mission is more important than efficiency” and “numbers don’t tell the real story.”


    Working with the board started feeling like a tug-of-war as members exerted their authority over some of Walter’s strategies. Walter had worked with an advisory board in his previous privately held company, but that board was full of industry specialists, whereas his nonprofit governance board was made up of average community members with little or no real leadership experience. He was courageous enough to start giving honest feedback to underperforming staff members but equally perplexed by the resistance of their supervisors and even some board members who spoke about “Mary and Eric’s long years of service and sacrifice to the organization.”


    Walter wasn’t trying to turn the organization into a business. He was trying to bring business disciplines into the organization to balance its enthusiasm and passion for mission. “Why can’t an organization be as exceptional in its business skills as it is in its social impact?” Walter suggested out loud. He got lip service in return but painfully slow follow-through. As he met more and more donors, he received both affirmation and confused looks as he talked about his vision for the organization. Even the stakeholders he thought would give him unified affirmation seemed to be mixed in their desires and goals for the ministry.


    No one who has ever tried to lead an organization would say that leadership is easy. And among the myriad organizations one could lead, the nonprofit organization presents some of the most formidable challenges to the modern leader. In many ways nonprofit organizations share the same qualities and challenges as any other organization, be they corporations, governments, cooperatives, educational groups or other formal organizations. However, they do present some unique and demanding opportunities and challenges. The nonprofit organization is not just a corporation that happens to have donors.


    That’s why we as leaders of nonprofit organizations need to provide the best leadership we can to organizations and communities that rely so heavily on our services. This book is about learning how to lead your best as a nonprofit board member, executive director or CEO, or staff leader. The fate of our organizations, which are built on public trust, and the fate of our communities, who rely on our services delivered often without charge, rest on excellent leadership.


    
What Makes Nonprofit Organizations Different?


    Nonprofit organizations (NPOs) have unique characteristics that separate them from for-profit corporations. In an attempt to summarize the greatest difference between the two types of organizations, Peter Drucker focuses on the nonprofit organization’s ultimate objective in his foundational book Managing the Nonprofit Organization:


    It is not that these institutions are “non-profit,” that is, that they are not businesses. It is not that they are “non-governmental.” It is that they do something very different from either business or government. . . . The “non-profit” institution neither supplies goods or services nor controls. Its “product” is neither a pair of shoes nor an effective regulation. Its product is a changed human being. The non-profit institutions are human-change agents.1


    Other authors have also defined the unique characteristics of nonprofit organizations that separate them from businesses. Here are the primary distinguishing characteristics referred to most often.


    Preoccupation with nonfinancial outcomes. Most nonprofit organizations do attempt to break even or make a small financial profit to ensure their future viability and growth, but profit is not the primary “bottom line.” The for-profit corporation has one overriding objective—to generate profit as measured on an income statement. Although other key indicators are also used, the main criterion of success is always profit. For the nonprofit organization, the overriding objective is less clear, less measurable and less objective—the accomplishment of mission.


    Tendency toward providing service. Drucker is on target when he emphasizes the nonprofit organizational role as “human change agent” (most researchers refer to this as a nonprofit’s public service role). Although it is true that some nonprofits do create products and compete in the commercial world with for-profit businesses, the vast majority provide a service to the community that is inadequately provided by government or for-profit organizations.


    Different tax and legal considerations. Government and society in most countries have chosen to allow nonprofit organizations certain tax concessions, but such concessions usually come with unique legal and reporting requirements.


    Private sector non-ownership. Nonprofit organizations are institutionally separate from government, but they are also excluded from any public or private ownership. Nonprofit ownership is implicit or indirect in nature; it is found in stakeholders such as constituents, donors or society in general. Throughout this book the term stakeholder will refer to any group or individual that has an implicit claim or share in the organization’s outcome by virtue of a direct contribution to or engagement in the organization. This lack of direct ownership presents unique challenges for nonprofit management. The majority of books and articles on nonprofit leadership do not give this challenge justice, and yet, based on my experience, it is one of the foundational realities that a unique model of nonprofit leadership must address in detail.


    Self-government. Nonprofits generally are governed by an independent board of non-executive directors who control their own activities separate from government intrusion. As we will see in later chapters, both boards and executive directors can be considered stewards or trustees; the former govern and the latter lead tactically.


    Ambiguous accountability. Boards and executive directors both are accountable to the stakeholders of the nonprofit organization. But the definition of who the stakeholders actually are and how the organization’s leadership is accountable can be ambiguous. Minimal research has been conducted on the exact nature of this accountability. The challenges created by stakeholder ambiguity are some of the most daunting in nonprofit leadership and need additional research and guidance.


    
The Challenges of Defining Nonprofit Leadership


    Resources created for pastors and leaders of churches, one of the earliest forms of nonprofit organization, date back well over a century. However, leadership studies for nonchurch NPOs only began to surface with any significance after the 1980s. Sources dealing with nonprofit management are far more frequent than those addressing nonprofit leadership, but our focus will primarily be on nonprofit leadership. It is frustrating to observe that when these sources try to define the distinctive challenges of nonprofit leadership (as opposed to for-profit leadership), each study comes up with its own list that only partial overlaps other studies. Since research on nonprofit leadership is relatively new, hopefully there will be more coalescing of the distinctive differences over time.


    Dennis Young, who has written a number of articles and books on nonprofit management, begins his 1987 article “Executive Leadership in Nonprofit Organizations” by acknowledging the dearth of studies on the topic.2 He goes on to highlight the challenges nonprofit leaders face compared with those of business leaders, focusing on external and internal functions. He condenses the nonprofit leader’s many external functions in the concept of entrepreneurship, asserting that the entrepreneurial risks undertaken by nonprofit leaders are not that different from those faced by for-profit leaders, with the exception of certain differentiators such as regulatory and stakeholder control and lack of equal access to capital. However, Young sees the nonprofit leader’s internal functions—which mostly revolve around personnel management—as highly differentiated from those of the business leader. Nonprofits’ ­personnel-related challenges involve recruitment, public image, quality orientation, missional commitment and resource constraints. Nonprofit leaders are also constrained in their ability to implement compensation systems that reward performance. As one of the earliest studies on nonprofit leadership, Young’s findings are a strong starting place for additional studies.


    Building on earlier works, Paton and Cornforth also analyze how nonprofit management differs from for-profit management in their article “What’s Different About Managing in Voluntary and Non-Profit Organizations?” According to the authors, nonprofit management is different because of


    
      	distinctive purposes (nonprofits pursue social goals that do not easily lend themselves to measurement);


      	restrictive resource acquisition (primarily funded by donors who have different expectations than customers);


      	diverse stakeholders and governance (there is a much wider variety of stakeholders, which changes the nature of governance); and


      	distinctive culture (nonprofits have more participatory forms of decision making and are value driven).3


    


    In an article titled “Executive Leadership,” Herman and Heimovics find that leaders of nonprofit organizations face special challenges when they are expected to integrate mission, resource acquisition and strategy. According to the authors, in spite of the CEO’s subordination to the board of directors, the CEO is still expected to exercise “executive or psychological centrality.” They describe six board-centered leadership skills that characterize effective nonprofit CEOs: facilitating interaction, showing respect and consideration, envisioning change, providing useful information, maintaining board structure and promoting board accomplishments. One characteristic the authors particularly single out is usefulness in understanding the political frame, or thinking and acting in politically effective ways.4 Herman and Heimovics’s research provides a supportive focus on the CEO-board relationship—one that is crucial for effective CEO performance. But their research misses a considerable aspect of that relationship: the trustee role that both CEO and board perform, which implies that additional board-centered leadership skills are needed.


    One of the most significant and detailed treatments of the nonprofit leader is Nanus and Dobbs’s 1999 book Leaders Who Make a Difference. These authors propose that the primary purpose of nonprofit leadership is to focus laser-like attention throughout the organization on the greater good the organization is capable of providing, and then to marshal energy and resources to make that greater good happen. The greater good is produced by maximizing the social goods the organization can produce for society and the people it serves. Social goods include organizational capital (assets that embody the potential to produce social goods) and social energy (the energy that is generated when a nonprofit organization marshals common action for the common good). Nonprofit success, and to a degree its leader’s success, can be measured by studying the output and impact of all three: social goods, organizational capital and social energy. Nanus and Dobbs also evaluate the distinctive roles nonprofit leaders embody to build an organization—that of visionary, strategist and change agent—and three roles that strengthen relationships—politician, campaigner and coach.5 Given that this book presents one of the more detailed treatments of nonprofit leadership, and that it recognizes the service role in attempting to produce the greater good, it is unfortunate that the authors do not include in their list the essential role of stewardship (which was proposed ten years earlier by other writers).


    In the article “A Leadership Model for Nonprofit Projects” (found in the book Improving Leadership in Nonprofit Organizations), Victor Sohmen focuses on developing a distinctive nonprofit leadership model for nonprofit projects. Nonprofit projects are flexible, temporary group entities composed of volunteers and idealistic participants who are tasked to produce a project with specific tasks and timelines. Sohmen applies three existing leadership models to nonprofit project groups—transformational leadership, visionary leadership and servant leadership—and concludes that all taken individually are deficient. He suggests that nonprofit projects require a multidimensional model that combines the best of all three leadership models triangulated into one flexible model that is strategic and value oriented.6 Sohmen concludes by listing ten essential factors of this model of nonprofit project leadership, which leaves the reader with the impression of a model that is so “multidimensional” it is impractical.


    The following list summarizes the most common themes surrounding the unique characteristics of nonprofit leadership from those who have written on the subject. Nonprofit leadership is distinctive from for-profit leadership because of


    
      	constraints on nonprofit entrepreneurial activity (such as regulatory and stakeholder control and lack of equal access to capital);


      	constraints on leaders’ ability to recruit personnel and to implement compensation systems that reward performance;


      	a distinctive social mission, purposes and goals (which do not easily lend themselves to measurement);


      	restrictions on resource acquisition (which is primarily driven by donors who have different expectations than customers);


      	diverse stakeholders (which changes the nature of governance and accountability);


      	a distinctive culture (more participatory forms of decision making and a value-driven culture);


      	the need for leadership to express values important to the organization;


      	the balance of CEO centrality and submission with regard to the board;


      	usefulness in thinking and acting in politically effective ways; and


      	focused attention on the greater good the organization is capable of providing, and marshaling energy and resources to make that greater good happen.

    


    
The Inadequacies of Existing Leadership Models


    The above list of nonprofit leadership distinctives highlights the unique challenges in leading nonprofit organizations and the need for a specific model of nonprofit organizational leadership. But no single model exists. In my experience leading multiple nonprofit organizations, both as executive director and as a board member, there are additional challenges that remain inadequately defined in existing leadership models:


    
      	the motivation nonprofit leaders have for leading and managing well when personal benefit is disconnected from performance;


      	the challenge of responsibly managing resources that one has no direct ownership of or financial stake in;


      	the stewardship role that both executive and non-executive directors play (and the interaction between both parties as a result);


      	the nonprofit leader’s relationship with God and stakeholders;


      	the role of God and stakeholders in determining the goals and objectives of the organization (and how the leader balances varying input); and


      	the nonprofit leader’s accountability to God and the stakeholders of the organization.

    


    There is no doubt that nonprofit leadership is difficult given the sobering statistics emerging concerning most nonprofit leaders’ limited tenure and the future of nonprofit leadership. A study of more than two thousand U.S. nonprofit executive directors called “Daring to Lead 2006” by Bell, Moyers and Wolfred raises important questions about the precarious future of executive nonprofit leadership. Their findings are summarized in five statements:


    
      	A majority of nonprofit executives plan to leave their jobs—but not the nonprofit sector—within five years.


      	Boards of directors and funders contribute to executive burnout.


      	Executives believe they make significant financial sacrifices to lead nonprofits.


      	Concerned with organizational sustainability, executives seek new skills and strategies.


      	Bench strength, diversity and competitive compensation are critical factors in finding future leaders.7


    


    In a 2001 precursor to the same study, nearly two-thirds of nonprofit executive leaders were found to be in the executive role for the first time, and fifty-one percent of nonprofit executives had been in their role for four years or less.8 The authors also found that three-quarters of nonprofit executives planned on leaving their jobs within the next five years and affirmed that statistic five years later in a follow-up study. Multiple studies of the nonprofit sector have also raised disturbing trends in the turnover rate for nonprofit executives and rising rates in leadership transition due to aging. These studies provide an important context for any model of nonprofit leadership that hopes to be effective in addressing the unique challenges nonprofit leaders face.


    In my review of nonprofit leadership books and articles, I discovered that the most common leadership models used by authors to address the distinct challenges of nonprofit leadership are transformational leadership, servant leadership, visionary leadership and various forms of spiritual leadership (in faith-based nonprofits). In a survey of leaders of Christian-based nonprofit organizations that I conducted in 2010, I found that executive directors followed a variety of approaches to leadership, many of them simultaneously: eighty-two percent claimed to follow the servant leadership model, seventy-four percent the team leadership approach, fifty-one percent the transformational leadership model, forty-one percent steward leadership and twenty-three percent the situational leadership model. Many of the other traditional models of leadership (democratic, transactional, contingency theory and other more specialized forms of spiritual leadership) came in with less than single digits as a percentage.


    In the introduction I described how I tried multiple approaches to nonprofit leadership, only to find most of them lacking. I knew there was no “perfect” model out there that fit every leader, organization or occasion, but there had to be an approach that addressed both the biblical principles of leadership and the unique needs of the nonprofit organization. Servant leadership had both biblical roots and appropriately fit the mindset of the nonprofit world, but it failed to address many nuances of nonprofit work. Team leadership was an attractive challenge, but stakeholders typically held the top leader accountable, not the team. And none of the leadership models wrestled with a significant issue that I kept coming back to, which was my sense of the need for accountability as a non-owner to God and the stakeholders of the organization.


    
      
Trying to Find a Nonprofit Leadership Approach that Works


      The nonprofit leader is a unique animal. In my search for a theory of leadership that speaks directly to the idiosyncrasies of this type of leadership, I often met with frustration and discouragement. Secular leadership models needed too much adaptation for use in a Christian context. Christian approaches seemed on one hand to be nothing more than a Christianized version of these secular theories or, on the other, not really models at all but simplistic lists such as “12 things to do to be a great leader.”


      A common problem was that they all started with what a leader does instead of who a leader needs to be. That’s the defining mark, the core competency and striking uniqueness of a leader called by God to serve in his kingdom. Even servant leadership misses the mark here. The focus still is on how a servant approach to leadership produces results rather than what it means to cultivate the heart of a true servant. For that reason I find the steward leadership model to be revolutionary. It begins with the changed heart of a man or woman called by God to be a faithful steward and then applies that transformation to his or her role as a leader.


      In this way the steward leader is profoundly biblical. The approach is founded on our call to be disciples and focused on kingdom outcomes. It has been a great joy and relief to set aside the need to translate secular leadership theories or try to check the boxes on the lists of practices associated with successful leaders. The steward leader calls us into deeper intimacy with Christ, a more profound level of obedience, absolute freedom and real joy in leadership. For that reason it is truly transformational in the best sense of the word.


      —Scott R.

    


    The fact that nonprofit executive leaders apply a wide variety of leadership approaches to their role can be seen in a positive light when we consider that these leaders are trying to be as contextual as possible in their leadership, responding to the circumstances at hand with the best applicable model. However, given the fact that most traditional leadership models are derived from research and studies in the for-profit sector, this varied approach may well have a negative side. Since the late 1980s it has been demonstrated repeatedly that the challenges of nonprofit leadership are distinct from for-profit leadership. Given this fact, is nonprofit leaders’ shotgun approach an indication of their desperate need for a distinct leadership model? Is there an approach that addresses not some but all of the challenges presented to nonprofit leaders? I think the time is right for a model of nonprofit leadership derived from the unique role nonprofit leaders perform and the distinct challenges that make the nonprofit organization different from a business.


    Any effective model of nonprofit leadership would need to address most or all of the primary characteristics that distinguish a nonprofit organization from a business. It would also have to give direction and solutions to the distinctive challenges nonprofit leaders face. It would need to particularly address the nonprofit leadership challenges that current leadership models do not adequately consider:


    
      	the motivation of nonprofit leaders to lead well (a steward’s altruism);


      	resource management of non-owner leaders (a steward’s role);


      	the stewardship roles associated with various levels of nonprofit leadership (a steward’s scope);


      	the relationship of the nonprofit leader with God and stakeholders (a steward’s focus);


      	the challenge of identifying and balancing the goals and objectives of God and stakeholders (a steward’s challenge); and


      	the leader’s accountability to God and stakeholders.

    


    
A New Model of Nonprofit Leadership


    This book proposes a new nonprofit leadership model derived from the biblical, historical and cultural foundations of the nonprofit sector. As we study the historical role of the classical and biblical steward, we will find a foundation for what many nonprofit leaders recognize as their primary identity: they are stewards of resources that belong to others. They lead organizations, missions and resources that they do not own. The steward leadership model is not new (it was proposed back in the 1980s), but it is new with respect to a concise and detailed application to nonprofit leadership.


    

  


  
    SECTION ONE

    


    



    
The HISTORICAL ORIGINS

    of the STEWARD
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    The steward leadership model is one of the few models that begins with a historical figure. Understand who the steward was in history and you will understand this approach to leadership much more deeply. In section one we’ll take an unprecedented look at the historical origins of the steward in both Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian cultures. We will define and characterize the role of the steward so that we can understand the unique aspects of how he managed and led within social and business organizations.
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The Historical Steward of Classical Greco-Roman Culture


    Nonprofit organizations have roots that can be traced as far back as ancient Egypt and Rome with the establishment of voluntary religious and educational associations in these societies. But the strongest surge in charitable voluntary not-for-profit organizations occurred within the last two hundred years in England and colonial America. Because of the inadequacies of government intervention (what some call “government failure”) and the absence of civil organization, private citizens were forced to come together to address social, educational, cultural and human issues within their communities and work together to find solutions. Even when governments developed a presence within a particular community, citizens were afraid of the bureaucracy associated with government control and often sought solutions through voluntary associations. These voluntary or charitable organizations were soon recognized by government and given social, organizational and tax considerations in exchange for constraints on “ownership,” governance and financial distributions.


    When governments started officially sanctioning nonprofit organizations, they reached back to the ancient concepts of stewardship, trusteeship and fiducia to delineate the public trust and common ownership that was temporarily being placed in the hands of the organization’s leaders. To protect the public interest and help accomplish the common good, nonprofit organizations were structured so that they belonged to the communities they served and could not be owned by any individual. The leaders of such organizations were temporarily granted fiduciary responsibility (also called “trusteeship”) over the organization because they held it “in trust” for the community and could never benefit as owners. In overseeing the assets and activities of the organization, the trustees were required to carry out the fiduciary responsibilities of “duty of care, loyalty and obedience.” They were stewards in every sense of the word: people who managed resources they did not own on behalf of others. So to best understand the stewardship role of modern nonprofit leaders, we need to look at the classical steward of ancient society.


    Today in our culture we may hear an occasional reference to a union shop steward, airline steward, wine steward or ship’s steward, but beyond these obscure references to certain types of service personnel, the role of steward is largely unknown. To understand how to lead a nonprofit organization with the mindset of a steward, it is helpful for us to go back to a time when stewards were well-known members of society, when the details of the steward’s role and responsibilities were first documented. Variously referred to as the bailiff, manager, house manager, overseer or steward in classical societies, the steward was given the responsibility of managing the resources of the master on his behalf or in his absence.


    Stewards played a significant role in Chinese, Egyptian, Hebrew, Greek, Roman, Jewish and medieval societies. Up until the fourth century BC, they were mentioned only briefly in funerary inscriptions and business documents, and no description of the steward’s role existed in writing. However, starting around 360 BC, agricultural manuals began to surface from a few classical Greek and Roman writers—Xenophon in Greece; Marcus Cato, Marcus Varro and Lucius Columella in the Roman Republic and Empire—explaining the specific roles and responsibilities of the steward. Because of cultural and educational restrictions, nothing was written by stewards themselves of their role, but only by their masters. Historians acknowledge that these documents most likely contain some bias as to the master’s expectations of his steward’s role, but they are the only detailed record researchers have to work with and still serve as a valuable window into everyday classical society and stewardship.


    
The Steward in Greco-Roman Society


    Ancient wars produced an abundant supply of slaves. Numerous Greek and Roman victories supplied such a large flow of labor that the nature of work and leisure was changed for everyone from the upper classes down to the common soldier. Slavery was a horribly abusive and demeaning practice, but with this growth of slave labor also came the growth of industry, estates and large urban farms (or latifundia in the Roman Republic), which required a large pool of labor and organized local management. As Greek and Roman citizens increasingly viewed common work as demeaning for both philosophical and social reasons, they gradually gave over management of the slave workforce to specially trained and authorized managers or stewards chosen from the slave pool. A slave would often be identified at a young age for his management potential and trained over time in all aspects of work to someday assume the role of steward.


    According to Arnold Jones, slaves and stewards were more common in urban industry than on the farm: “Only the home farm where the landlord resided was normally cultivated by slaves. Slaves were more commonly employed in industry. . . . As Xenophon puts it, ‘Those who can, buy slaves so as to have fellow workers.’ That is, craftsmen who could afford it bought slaves and trained them as assistants, hoping ultimately to retire and live in their declining years on the proceeds of their work.”1 Because of this, elaborate laws evolved (particularly in the Roman Empire) to define owners’ legal responsibility for their slaves’ commercial transactions, and many laws surfaced to govern the actions of slaves who were vested with authority to act on their masters’ behalf.


    Greek and Latin words for steward. Various Greek and Latin words were used in ancient times to describe the role of the classical manager or steward. The most common Greek word for steward was oikonomos, a compound word that John Reumann in 1957 etymologically analyzed as coming from the noun oikos, meaning “house”—or, by extension, “household”—and the verb nemō, meaning “to deal out, distribute, or dispense.”2 Oikonomos also came to mean by derivation “to rule” or “to manage.” Early in the classical period the term referred to one who managed a household, but later it came to be used of a broad range of household administrators, estate stewards, business managers, subordinate state officials and financial officers as well as holders of public office. The word had extensive associations with industry, politics and religion as well as with the common household. Brown, Driver and Briggs add this:
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