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			Dedication

			
		
    To the Next Generation of Leaders

those stepping into leadership with courage, conviction, and trembling hands.

 

May you learn early what some of us had to learn the hard way.

May your hearts stay soft, your minds stay sharp, and

your character remain anchored in God's truth.

 

To the faithful men and women who have led before me—

whose examples of endurance, integrity, and humility

remind me daily that leadership is a sacred trust.

 

And to Saph, my wife, partner, and constant encourager—

thank you for walking beside me through every season of leadership,

for your patience when the calling cost us both,

and for believing in the vision even when it was only a seed.

 

To our children

may you rise and lead in your generation

with courage, compassion, and Christlikeness.

 

Finally, I dedicate this work to the Chief Shepherd, Jesus Christ,

the Leader of leaders, the One who has never stopped teaching me,

and the One to whom I will one day give an account.

 

May my leadership—and yours—always bring Him glory.



    


Leadership Lessons that I Learnt the Hard Way

Practical Guide for Emerging Leaders

Outline

Foreword & Introduction


	The Price of Leadership: Why the Best Lessons Are Often Learnt the Hard Way

	A brief reflection on early leadership expectations vs. reality
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Part I: Lessons from Personal Growth
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The Pain of Promotion – How leadership exposes what training never taught.

	
Character Before Competence – Why skill may take you up but character keeps you there.

	
Leading While Bleeding – Managing personal pain without losing purpose.

	
The Loneliness of Leadership – Learning to stand alone and still love people.
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Part II: Lessons from Leading People
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You Can’t Please Everyone – Balancing people’s expectations and God’s direction.

	
Trust but Verify – How to handle betrayal, flattery, and misplaced trust.

	
Correcting Without Crushing – The art of rebuke that restores rather than ruins.

	
Familiarity Can Be Fatal – When closeness erodes respect and how to rebuild boundaries.
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Part III: Lessons from Organizational Leadership
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Vision Attracts Opposition – Every divine assignment faces human resistance.

	
Delegation Is Not Abdication – Empowering others without losing direction.

	
Systems Save Stress – Why good systems are the unseen backbone of great leadership.

	
Money, Power, and Motives – Staying pure when handling leadership privileges.
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Part IV: Lessons from Seasons
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Timing Is Everything – Learning when to move, wait, or walk away.

	
When God Says No – Embracing divine restraint as protection, not punishment.

	
Failure as a Teacher – How mistakes refine rather than define you.

	
Finishing Well – Sustaining the flame without losing your first love.



Conclusion

	A letter to emerging leaders: “Don’t waste your wounds — let them make you wise.”
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PREFACE
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Leadership has a price, and more often than not, that price is paid in experience and sometimes painful lessons. Over the last 25 years of serving in various leadership roles, I have learned that the most valuable insights usually come through challenges, failures, and perseverance. In other words, the best lessons are often learned the hard way—through real-life trials that test and refine us as leaders. This book is about those lessons and the journey that taught me “why the best lessons are often learned the hard way,” a truth I have lived and come to appreciate deeply.

Like many new leaders, I began my journey with high ideals and expectations. I had read leadership books, been inspired by great mentors, and felt eager to make a positive impact. However, it wasn’t long before the reality of leadership upended many of my assumptions. I quickly discovered, as one commentator aptly put it, that “leadership in the real world is complicated, contextual, and hard”​[1]. The theories I’d admired in books suddenly met the messy facts of working with real people and real problems. I learned that heading a team or an organization meant dealing with complex situations, imperfect people (including myself), and unforeseen challenges at every turn. My early vision of leadership gave way to the reality that leadership is often about navigating chaos with grace, humility, and resilience.

By the grace of God, in the last 25 years, I have been privileged to serve in diverse leadership positions across many spheres of life: family, church, academia, and public service. In the professional and civic arena, I’ve shouldered responsibilities I never imagined when I started. I served as a curriculum team leader in Kenya’s Ministry of Education in concert with officials from TVETCDACC​[2] in helping develop competency-based curricula (Levels 4–6 in Christian Ministry, Christian Chaplaincy and Christian Theology) with a team of experts. I have chaired a Sector Skills Advisory Committee​[3] for Christian Theology courses, striving to raise educational standards for our theological training programs. I also had the honor of serving as a member of the County Public Service Board in the County Government of Kiambu, contributing to the governance and human resource decisions in the county public service.

Each of these roles demanded learning on the job—whether it was navigating bureaucratic systems, building consensus among stakeholders, or making decisions that could affect many lives. Often, I found myself learning lessons in leadership not from manuals or meetings, but in the crucible of trial and error. Mistakes in these roles were not just inevitable; they became invaluable teaching moments, reinforcing the value of essential traits like patience, transparency, and integrity.

In the ministry and academic spheres, my leadership journey continued and deepened. Between 2018 to 2025, I had the joy and responsibility of serving as a District Overseer for twelve churches in the Pentecostal Evangelistic Fellowship of Africa (PEFA) and currently serve as the Director of Education for our denomination and the Principal of our national Bible College. I’ve taught and mentored aspiring and emerging leaders as a professor at the B.A. and M.A. levels through Global University and Africa International University. In addition, I chaired a constitutional review committee on governance and elections for the PEFA Church, a role that taught me the importance of fairness, accountability, and listening to many voices in a leadership process. These ministry roles placed me at the heart of spiritual leadership — where I was not only managing programs or curricula, but also shepherding people. In these contexts, I learned that leadership is as much about serving others as it is about directing them. I often recalled the biblical model of servant-leadership, where guiding others means lifting them up, not ordering them about. Time and again I saw that a leader’s real influence is measured by how faithfully they care for those they lead. This idea resonates with what leadership expert Simon Sinek once said: “The true price of leadership is the willingness to place the needs of others above your own.”​[4]  In practice, I found this to be true—effective leadership required sacrifice and selflessness, whether I was organizing church ministries or mentoring students. I had to put others’ needs first, be willing to sacrifice my own convenience, and lead by example rather than by command.

My family and personal life have been equally important parts of this leadership journey. With four children, a wife and 12 siblings, experience has taught me that self-leadership and family leadership are the foundations upon which public leadership is built. Over the years, I’ve tried to lead my family with the same principles I applied in the workplace or church: with love, discipline, and vision. Yet, being a husband and father taught me some of the hardest leadership lessons of all. 

Balancing marriage, raising children, and managing family affairs alongside professional duties required a level of patience, empathy, and consistency that no public role had ever demanded of me in quite the same way. I learned the hard way that you cannot be a hero at work if you are failing at home; true leadership starts with leading oneself and one’s family. There were times when I struggled to maintain this balance, and those struggles humbled me and drove home the point that character and integrity must span every aspect of life. If I was impatient or proud, my family often saw it first — and correcting those flaws at home made me a better leader in every other arena. Through it all, I realized that leadership is holistic: the lessons from board meetings and church committees helped me become a better father, and the lessons from personal life (like forgiveness, listening, and encouragement) made me a more compassionate leader in my community.

Across all these experiences, one overarching lesson emerged clearly: leadership is not about titles or personal glory, but about service and responsibility. Yes, leadership can be rewarding, but it also often means sacrifice—of time, comfort, and sometimes pride. One must be willing to face criticism, because it is part of the price of leadership.  I have certainly faced my share of critiques and challenges, whether implementing a new curriculum or making changes in church governance. At times, doing what was right meant accepting being misunderstood or unpopular. These moments were difficult, but they reinforced my conviction that true leadership prioritizes doing what is right over doing what is easy. Every difficult decision and every piece of feedback (even negative) became part of my education as a leader. In fact, some of the hardest lessons—the ones that came from failures or conflicts—proved to be the most formative. They taught me humility (when plans failed despite my best efforts), resilience (to get back up and try again), and the importance of leaning on God’s guidance rather than my own understanding.

Now, as I pen this preface for the first edition of my book, I do so with a heart full of gratitude and humility. I am grateful to God for His grace that has carried me through every high and low of the past 25 years. I am also aware that I remain a student of leadership; despite all my experiences, I am still learning and growing. In truth, writing this book has been a part of that learning process—an opportunity to reflect on where I started, how I’ve grown, and where I still need to improve. I can honestly say I am now more mature than when I began, but I also know that there are new lessons on the horizon. My hope is that I won’t always have to learn them the hard way, yet if I do, I trust those lessons will be worth it.

Finally, I want to speak to you, the reader. Whether you are an emerging leader stepping into your first role or an experienced leader looking to refresh and reflect, I wrote this book with you in mind. Leadership development is a continuous process—we are all “emerging” in the sense that there is always more to learn and room to grow. I share these stories and insights in the hope that they will help you navigate your own leadership journey. If my hard-learned lessons can save you a bit of hardship or give you encouragement when you face it, then the struggles I went through will have served a greater purpose. Take these lessons as tools and encouragement for your path. Learn from my mistakes, build on the principles I’ve found to be true, and adapt them to your context. Above all, remember that the price of leadership—in effort, in humility, in perseverance—is worth paying. It is my sincere prayer that the experiences compiled in this book will inspire you to lead with integrity, courage, and a servant’s heart, knowing that even when the lessons are hard, they are shaping you into the leader God has called you to be.
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Chapter 1
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Leadership Is Not a Title

When I became an Overseer, I felt an overwhelming mix of expectation and excitement. I had earned a respected title and wanted everyone to know it. In fact, I went so far as to mount a golden nameplate on my office door that boldly proclaimed, “Bishop Dr. Bernard Kimani, PhD – District Overseer.” In my mind, I had become someone important—and I assumed everyone around me would immediately recognize and respect what that title meant.

Around the same time, our organization was abuzz with a heated debate on the meaning of the term overseer. Does the title “Overseer” mean the same thing as “Bishop”? For the first time, people without extensive hermeneutical and theological training were engaging in lengthy, passionate discussions about this biblical terminology and its relationship to our church hierarchy, with each insisting their interpretation was correct. The nuance of a single word—overseer vs. bishop—had intelligent people debating deep into the weeds of scripture and tradition. It was both amusing and eye-opening: titles in the church clearly carried great significance for many.

In the midst of this commotion, I stood proud under my new title. The debates didn’t faze me much at first; after all, whether they called it Overseer or Bishop, I was in that role now. I expected that once the dust settled, everyone would understand who I was and the authority I carried. I believed that having the title alone would automatically confer upon me a certain level of respect, credibility, and even admiration.

The Shock of Reality

It didn’t take long for reality to set in. To my surprise—and frankly, dismay—the people I was leading did not immediately seem to grasp what I had become. Despite the impressive title on my door and the formal announcement of my new position, little in my day-to-day interactions changed. People still treated me the same way they had before. Some even appeared confused about how to address me or what my role entailed. A few parishioners asked questions like, “So, are you a bishop now or an overseer? What does that mean for us?” Their uncertainty was evident.

I was shocked that those I led didn’t instantly rally around my new status. I had assumed that the moment I became “Dr. Bernard Kimani, Bishop and District Overseer,” a switch would flip in everyone’s minds. I expected a heightened level of deference or at least a recognition that I held an important office. Instead, I was met with benign neglect and business as usual. It felt as if I had donned a crown that no one else could see. The disconnect between my title and others’ perceptions was jarring.

With that shock came a creeping insecurity. I began feeling as if people did not understand my title or appreciate the weight of responsibility it signified. Here I was, bearing a title that commanded respect on paper, yet in practice I found myself struggling to earn respect in person. It was a humbling realization that a golden plaque and an official announcement didn’t magically transform the dynamics of leadership overnight.

The Temptation to Prove Yourself

In my frustration, I faced a strong temptation: the urge to prove my title. If people weren’t automatically acknowledging my leadership, I thought perhaps I needed to assert it more vigorously. I started subtly (and sometimes not so subtly) reminding people of my position. When I introduced myself at meetings or public gatherings, I made sure to emphasize the title – “District Overseer,” I hoped that by broadcasting my rank, I could force people to recognize my authority.

Internally, I wrestled with a desire to make others take my title seriously. I expected that those ordained or elected into leadership positions – myself included – would naturally step up and deliver results befitting the office. When that didn’t happen automatically, it was tempting to lean on the formalities of the role. After all, I had the badge; shouldn’t that be enough? I found myself thinking, “If they won’t respect the position, maybe I need to make them respect it.” This was a dangerous mindset, I soon discovered. The more I tried to demand respect by flaunting my title, the more hollow it felt.

At the same time, I observed others in leadership who seemed to coast on their titles without truly engaging with their responsibilities. This fueled my frustration. We often assume that as soon as someone is ordained or elected to a high position, they will take it seriously and fulfill its duties to the letter. In reality, a title by itself doesn’t guarantee effective leadership. I saw firsthand that some leaders in title did not live up to the expectations of their role. Simply having the position wasn’t magically transforming anyone into a better leader. Recognizing this in others made me reflect back on myself: Was I falling into the same trap by relying on the title alone?

Titles vs. True Leadership

It gradually became clear to me that I had mistaken the symbol of leadership for the substance of leadership. A leadership title is, at best, an invitation – not a guarantee. It’s an invitation to lead, to serve, and to prove oneself worthy of the trust that the title implies. But the actual trust and influence must be earned through actions. As one leadership expert famously put it, “Leadership is not about titles, positions, or flowcharts. It is about one life influencing another.”​[5] My shiny new title alone wasn’t influencing anyone yet; influence would have to come from my behavior, my decisions, and how I treated people.

This lesson hit me hard: Leadership is about what you do, not just what you are called.  In other words, having a title like “Bishop” or “Overseer”, CEO, Elder, Pastor, Head of HR, among others will mean nothing if you are not actively making a positive impact. I realized I needed to stop fixating on what people should call me, and start focusing on how I could serve them. True leadership isn’t conferred by a nameplate or an election certificate – it’s earned through the trust you build and the example you set. If I wanted my team, congregation, or community to see me as their leader, I had to give them a reason beyond “because the title says so.”

I took a step back and reflected on great leadership principles I knew but had momentarily forgotten. For instance, John C. Maxwell teaches that the lowest level of leadership is position – meaning the mere fact of having a title is only the starting point, not the endgame. He famously said, “It’s not the position that makes the leader; it’s the leader that makes the position.”.  In other words, I had to bring value to the title through my leadership, rather than expecting the title to bring value to me. This was both convicting and liberating. It meant that respect and effectiveness would come, but only if I worked for them by exercising real leadership.
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