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The shepherds are senseless


and do not inquire of the Lord;


so they do not prosper


and all their flock is scattered.


—Jeremiah 10:21















FOREWORD



There’s a saying from the business world I love: “Leaders eat last.” Meaning, leaders put others ahead of themselves, a principle we Christians call “servant leadership.” Nowhere do we see this type of leadership more clearly than in Jesus Himself.


Yet there’s another key leadership principle we see throughout Jesus’ life example, that of prayer. Jesus’ ministry began with forty days in the wilderness devoted to prayer; in story after story, we see Him return to this prayerful place, and then reemerge to follow His Father’s direction. We could articulate it as “Leaders pray first.”


I think of Luke’s biographical line: “Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed” (Luke 5:16). The original Greek can also be translated Jesus “frequently withdrew… and prayed” (NET) or He “often slipped away… so he could pray” (NCV) or “as often as possible Jesus withdrew to out-of-the-way places for prayer” (MSG).


Jesus was no hermit; He was an active, busy leader, yet He intentionally carved out vast swaths of time to pray. When I hear leaders say “I’m too busy to pray like that,” or “I just don’t have the time to go away,” I grieve. Why do we think we could live and lead without what Jesus Himself considered essential?


It’s no surprise that Jesus’ apprentices, captivated by their rabbi’s beautiful life, once said to Him, “Teach us to pray.” It seems that after watching their Lord “behind the scenes,” they had come to the conclusion that Jesus’ extraordinary outer life of power was the result of an even more extraordinary inner life of prayer. That in His frequent disappearances into the quiet to pray, Jesus was drawing from a deep well of wisdom, direction, power, and courage in God. And they wanted access to that same water.


This ancient well of life in God is still available for any who apprentice under Jesus.


In Lead with Prayer, Ryan, Cameron, and Peter have given us a reliable pathway to that ancient well. Their survey of the private prayer lives of well-respected leaders across the boundaries of the church, nonprofit, and business worlds is—in and of itself—worth the read. But their summary and synthesis of these great ones of the Way is the rarefied gift.


You will walk away, as I did, convicted, inspired, instructed, and encouraged—to pray.


But remember: Prayer isn’t an idea; it’s a practice. That was one of my favorite things about this book: each chapter ends with a spiritual exercise to turn the vision of becoming a praying leader into a reality, to go from information and inspiration to formation.


After all, Jesus Himself said, “whoever practices and teaches” His Way “will be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:19, emphasis added).


Leaders pray first.


John Mark Comer


Founder of Practicing the Way













THE LEADERS IN THIS BOOK



In writing this book, we had the immense privilege of learning from many whom we admire for their prayerful leadership. We’re grateful to those who generously shared their time, anecdotes, and wisdom with us in first-person interviews, as was the case with most contemporary leaders on this list. In a few cases, and certainly with respect to historical figures, we relied on public sources. Below is a list of these leaders, along with the chapters in which they’re discussed.



Christine Baingana (chapter 4)


Mark Batterson (chapter 11 and conclusion)


Richard Beaumont (chapter 10)


Terry Boynton (chapter 2)


Brother Andrew (chapter 7)


Brother Lawrence (chapter 3)


Christine Caine (chapter 12)


Regi Campbell (chapter 12)


Francis Chan (chapter 1)


John Mark Comer (chapter 2)


David Denmark (case study)


Joni Eareckson Tada (chapter 5)


Mary Elizabeth Ellett (chapter 14)


Ganesh (chapter 5)


David Green (chapter 3)


Gary Haugen (chapter 14)


Ignatius of Loyola (chapter 8)


Jean (chapter 8)


Patrick Johnson (chapter 9)


Rob Ketterling (chapter 8)


John Kim (chapter 1)


Peter Kubasek (chapter 13)


Terry Looper (chapters 5 and 7)


Tim Mackie (chapters 6 and 10)


André Mann (chapter 12)


Jay Martin (chapter 14)


Alexander McLean (chapter 6)


Don Millican (chapter 4)


Judah Mooney (chapter 13)


Mother Teresa (chapter 1)


Florence Muindi (chapter 11)


George Müller (chapter 7)


Ibrahim Omondi (chapter 1)


John Ortberg (chapter 4)


Pavel (chapter 9)


Todd Peterson (chapter 11)


John Piper (chapter 6)


Jamie Rasmussen (chapter 8)


Rosebell (introduction and chapter 1)


Hala Saad (chapter 10)


Steve Shackelford (chapter 11)


Shalom (chapters 2, 13, and 14)


Priscilla Shirer (chapter 7)


David Sykora (chapter 12)


Aila Tasse (chapter 7)


Jon Tyson (chapter 14)


Evelyn Underhill (chapter 10)


Justin Whitmel Earley (chapter 4)


Dallas Willard (chapters 3, 9, and 10)


David Wills (chapter 12)


Japhet Yanmekaa (chapters 6 and 9)


Zehra (chapter 3)


Mark Zhou (chapter 3)


Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf (chapter 14)















NOTE ON ADDITIONAL TOOLS AND RESOURCES



More than a book that you are about to read, we want Lead with Prayer to be highly practical. It’s our privilege to provide supplementary tools and resources to help you develop your prayer life and a culture of prayer in your organization.


On our website, www.leadwithprayer.com, you’ll find:



[image: image] A free deck of prayer cards to develop your prayer life and teach those you lead how to pray


[image: image] A personal prayer assessment tool


[image: image] An organizational prayer assessment tool


[image: image] Suggestions for further reading to deepen your prayer life


[image: image] Case studies of prayerful organizations


[image: image] Bonus interview content


[image: image] A link for making bulk purchases of Lead with Prayer for your team or network




In addition, we realized that organizations have systems for (almost) everything that matters: accounting systems for managing money, HR systems for serving employees, messaging systems for communication. But most of us have no system for the most important process in our ministry: the prayer process.


We have partnered with Echo Prayer to create a prayer request distribution app, as well as other tools that will help leaders implement prayer systems. We believe these tools provide “handles” to help leaders move from just talking about prayer to equipping organizations and teams to more fully practice prayer.


Of course, prayer itself is a relationship, not a piece of software or a process! But we learned from praying leaders that a system can streamline gathering, filtering, and sharing prayer points across a team. And so we’ve created what we believe are simple and structured ways to invest in prayer. Learn more on our website.


A portion of the proceeds from this book will fund global prayer movements.













INTRODUCTION



LEADERS HAVE A PRAYER PROBLEM




Don’t let the wise boast in their wisdom, or the powerful boast in their power, or the rich boast in their riches. But those who wish to boast should boast in this alone: that they truly know me.


—Jeremiah 9:23–24 NLT




Oh no! I’ve lost Billy Graham!”


The security guard panicked. He had one job to do: watch the backstage of the auditorium to make sure Billy Graham was safe. He had walked out the door for a moment to check the alleyway, then returned back inside—and in that brief moment, he lost the world’s most famous preacher.


Searching backstage, he heard a desperate voice crying out from the catwalk, and when he climbed to the top, he found Billy Graham on his face, pleading in prayer, “God, I cannot do this without You! God, I need Your strength and power to speak today.”1


That day Billy Graham was preparing to address a midsize group of leaders for only fifteen minutes.


If anyone could deliver a fifteen-minute talk in his own strength or gravitas, it would have been Billy Graham, an incredibly talented orator who literally spoke to millions of people, and met and talked with the most powerful leaders on earth.


But instead, Billy Graham prayed as if the exact opposite were true. He fell on his face, crying out desperately to God. Despite his experience, qualifications, and position as a global leader, Billy Graham lived with a heightened awareness of his reliance on God: an awareness evidenced in his prayer life.


Billy Graham seemed to take Jesus at His word when He said, “Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). But based on recent studies, it’s clear that few lead out of a similar conviction today. Collectively we’ve lost the essence of Billy Graham: his prayerful dependence on God to sustain his leadership.


The Dispiriting Studies on Prayer


Personally and anecdotally we know that Christian leaders often lead out of our own strength, dedicating significant time to research, strategy, and discussion before rounding out our efforts with a quick prayer for God to bless our plans.


Studies of Christian leaders have drawn the same conclusion: By and large, they report lackluster prayer lives. One study, for example, showed that only 16 percent of pastors are very satisfied with their prayer lives.2 Another study revealed that 72 percent of pastors identify “consistency in personal prayer” as one of the greatest needs they must address.3 When it comes to prayer, the gap between where we are and where we want to be is vast.


Expanding beyond pastors, a large foundation in the United States commissioned a top-tier research firm to investigate prayer practices within Christian organizations. They invested six figures in both quantitative and qualitative research to understand how these organizations prayed and what the impact of prayer was on their mission and staff.


Researchers compiled a list of 200 Christian organizations that publicly touted a culture of prayer. This select group was meant to represent the vanguard of organizational prayer, and everyone involved in the study eagerly awaited the results to see what they could learn from these exemplars. The report captured some sad realities facing the Church and parachurch organizations. Specifically, that intentional corporate prayer is the exception and not the norm in Christian organizations.4


If this is the disappointing reality about prayer among pastors and leading organizations, how much bleaker is the landscape for everyone else? And if Christian leaders aren’t praying, what is the impact on the environments and teams they lead?


Crisis Level


This is no small issue, because there are indeed consequences when leaders do not pray. As the late pastor Tim Keller warned, prayerlessness is detrimental for a Christian, but it’s death for a Christian leader.5 “Prayerlessness will kill you. It won’t just hurt you; it’ll kill you,” he told a group of Christian leaders. He went on, “The more successful your church [or organization, or small group] is, the more likely you’re going to feel too busy for [prayer]. And that’s deadly… It is utterly deadly.”6


And we see Keller’s warning playing out as Christian leaders all around us publicly stumble and fall or succumb to burnout and resign their influential roles.


We also see it clearly in Scripture. We know the stories of the great leaders of the Bible, and that many of them stumbled. When leadership scholar J. Robert Clinton studied biblical leaders, he found that only 30 percent “finished well.” He believes even fewer are finishing well today, and the connection to prayer is causal and clear: “In latter ministry, the tendency is to rely on competency, one’s ability to do things, rather than primarily on God.”7 For competent leaders, Clinton suggests, their “very strength becomes a weakness.”8


Neglecting prayer is not just disastrous for leaders; it is disastrous for organizations, too. Just as plants eventually wilt without water, an organization that is not refreshed and nourished by prayer will grow lifeless and lose its vitality. Divisions grow. Staff members become disgruntled and disengaged. Organizations increase in busyness but decrease in effectiveness. An organization that neglects prayer is actively decaying.


The Spark


Over the years, we (Ryan, Peter, and Cameron) have often discussed the personal and organizational ramifications of neglecting our prayer lives. Despite our growing awareness of the dangers, a single Bible verse brought the conviction that launched this book.


One day during my normal time of Bible reading, I (Ryan) read the words of 1 Samuel 12:23, in which the prophet and leader Samuel says to the people of Israel, “Far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by failing to pray for you.” I put down my Bible, stood up, and began pacing. Samuel’s words convicted me personally as a business and nonprofit leader, and they also seemed to issue a broader challenge to Christian leaders who have made prayer a last resort rather than a first priority. Questions flooded my mind: Does God consider leaders’ failure to pray a sin against Him? Does He hold leaders to a higher standard when it comes to prayer?


There are thousands of leaders talking about leadership, but what are the prayer lives that fuel their leadership?


And if prayer is the foundation of their lives as leaders, why don’t we hear more about it?


I decided to explore the prayer lives of leaders, and I invited Cameron and Peter into this exploration as fellow leaders of global nonprofits. We began by just asking each other, What should a leader’s prayer life look like? At first, the discussion was just for our own benefit and that of the organizations we lead: VENTURE, Practicing the Way, and HOPE International, respectively. But over time our discussion expanded to research, and we’ve spent the last three years investigating how world-changing leaders lead with prayer.



A Global Search for Praying Leaders


We don’t consider ourselves experts in prayer but rather enthusiasts—eager to learn as we strive to lead fruitful organizations. This posture launched our quest to find what the six-figure research study did not: praying leaders who would let us sit at their feet and learn how to pray like leaders.


We spent more than one hundred hours interviewing leaders across six continents who collectively serve in more than one hundred countries and commissioned a team of researchers to study the prayer lives of leaders in our time and throughout history.


Our eureka came when we started studying global leaders, asking them to teach us how to become praying leaders.


Something miraculous, even historic, is happening in the global Church. Missiologists say they have never seen anything like it. Church historians confirm the same.9 People are coming to Christ, churches are being planted, and communities are being transformed through community development and the Gospel at never-before-seen rates, in challenging places like Iran, Nepal, Afghanistan, India, China, Iraq, and North Africa.


It’s happening in our lifetimes: a worldwide revival or reformation on a scale not seen since the earliest days of the Church.


As we started interviewing the diverse leaders behind these movements, the number one principle, practice, and emphasis driving radical transformation—to a person, without exception—is extraordinary prayer.


Their leadership secret isn’t a “leadership practice” at all: It’s a prayer life.


The First Interview


Our very first interview was with a woman named Rosebell, an unsung hero who has served victims of genocide for forty years in a landmine-laden war zone.10 She is building an extremely effective organization in one of the toughest areas of the world. Most people couldn’t withstand this dangerous, soul-draining work for a few months, much less four decades. But Rosebell radiates joy, and she credits her robust prayer life. “Even in a war, Jesus makes me so happy,” she said. “When I was young and wanted to tithe, I had no money. The one thing of value I did have was time. I committed to tithe my time and pray and read Scripture and worship for two to two and a half hours every day, and I’ve done that for the last forty years.”


We needed to know if this incredible praying leader was an anomaly or the norm for the global Church, and we wanted to continue the search for people like her in contexts more similar to our own.


We broadened our research to praying leaders in all spheres, from businesses to nonprofits to churches. We interviewed prominent leaders with recognizable names, like Joni Eareckson Tada, Francis Chan, John Mark Comer, John Ortberg, Tim Mackie, Jon Tyson, and Mark Batterson, asking them to share their prayer habits. We researched the well-documented prayer lives of leaders like Christine Caine, Priscilla Shirer, and John Piper. We talked with Christ-following leaders from a host of companies large and small. Finally, we researched the prayer habits of Christian leaders throughout history. Patterns, principles, and commonalities emerged with undeniable clarity.


The Discovery


A billionaire business leader, a war refugee nonprofit leader, and the pastor of a village church nestled among the Himalayan mountains—all had very similar prayer practices. But their practices weren’t novel; they echoed those of Christian leaders throughout history, from James, the brother of Jesus, to St. Ignatius.


What we found were diamonds: beautiful, transcendent practices shared across the entire spectrum of leadership. We interviewed a New York financier who prays for hours to hear the Holy Spirit before making major business decisions, a pastor investing in prayer and challenging leaders to make prayer “a line item in their budget,” a church planter who prayed through the launch of 15,000 churches, and a leader who rallied more than 200,000 people to gather on a mountain exclusively for prayer.


Above all, it became abundantly clear: An intentional prayer life is the nonnegotiable constant of lasting, fruitful Christian life and leadership.


Four Common Approaches to Prayer and Leadership


Our research revealed four main approaches to prayer and leadership, which can be represented by a two-by-two grid with one axis for prayerfulness and the other for leadership.






[image: image]







Type 1: The Frustrated—People Not Growing in Prayer or Leadership


This category will get little mention, except to say that those we learned about in this state seemed to be repeating the same mistakes in a cycle of frustration. We found these leaders sought to grow neither in their leadership nor in prayer. They tended to be apathetic toward God or blamed others rather than taking initiative.



Type 2: The Prayer Partner—Intercessors, Praying Believers, Monastics


The people in the second category might be thought of as prayer warriors or prayer partners. These individuals play an essential role in an organization, though they are often outside formal positions of leadership. Intercessors and prayer partners have indeed been the catalyst for revival, reformation, cultural renewal, and spreading the Good News of Jesus to the ends of the earth for thousands of years.


Not everyone has formal leadership roles, but every believer can pray and model a life of prayer for others. Those who faithfully model prayer can empower everyone they influence to become people of prayer, regardless of position or job title. These leaders of prayer are part of a rich and beautiful tradition of believers of all cultures and stations of life called to “open the heavens” through prayer and pave the way for the Kingdom of God to come in power and beauty. Anna and Simeon in the Advent story prayed for decades for the coming of the Messiah, exemplifying the devotion to prayer that characterizes Type 2, the prayer partners (Luke 2:22–38).


In the global Church, many believers are trained to spend one to two hours a day in personal prayer, Scripture reading, corporate prayer, and worship, regardless of organizational role or responsibility.11 These communities are practicing extraordinary prayer down to each individual believer.


Another example of a prayer partner is Dorothea Clapp. Late in her life, Dorothea lived across the street from a local high school and wanted to see the students encounter Jesus, but she had no direct contact or relationship with them. So she prayed for every student who walked past her window. One of the people walking by was a rebellious teenage boy named George. She prayed and prayed for George for two years as he walked past her window each day on his way to and from school.12 George Verwer powerfully met Jesus and went on to start Operation Mobilization (OM), a missionary movement that has touched millions of lives, engaging more than 5,000 workers representing more than one hundred nationalities.13 Dorothea remained a prayer partner of OM for decades.


It should be mentioned, too, that despite the vital role of prayer partners, we must not simply delegate prayer. This modern practice of outsourcing prayer to staff or volunteers while we pursue other obligations and opportunities of leadership is largely a deception among Western Christians that keeps us from becoming praying leaders.


Jesus never taught this, the disciples modeled the opposite, and there is no historic church leader who endorsed the idea of delegating prayer only to those deemed most fit for the role of intercessor.


Type 3: The Self-Reliant—Leaders Who Try to Serve God in Their Own Strength and Ability


One nonprofit leader candidly shared, “As I’ve grown in my leadership roles and responsibilities, my focus and prioritization of prayer have unquestionably decreased.” The Barna Group documented this trend in a 2017 study on prayer. They found that college-educated individuals were 20 percent less likely to pray and ask God for guidance than those with only a high school education.14 And these findings match our experience that well-educated, well-trained, experienced leaders are often less likely to value prayer, model prayer, or invest in prayer than their less self-reliant counterparts. As we gain our footing as leaders, we risk losing our dependence on God.


But Jesus modeled the exact opposite.


As the demands and renown of His ministry intensified there are more references to Jesus’ prayer life. The more weight and responsibility and the larger His following, the more He emphasized retreating to solitary places to be alone with God and pray.


Instead of following this example of Jesus, many leaders make an internal “deal” with God. Lord, You see how busy I am doing Your work. I cannot take time to spend with You, but will You bless all I am doing anyway? We wouldn’t teach or even admit this practice, but it is an internal bargain made in a million different ways.


In our research, we appreciated the candor of well-known, well-respected Christian leaders who confessed to having anemic prayer lives. The data confirms it’s an affliction shared by the majority of Christian leaders in our context.


It takes humility to admit we need God’s presence so desperately that we would spend time in prayer and seeking, rather than planning and laboring. Many Christian leaders succumb to the great temptation to operate in the bottom right quadrant of “self-reliant leader.” Many of these leaders use their God-given charisma and talent to build organizations and advance important causes. But they lead attuned to their own abilities and influence, straining against their limitations rather than seeing limitations as an invitation to seek the One who is limitless.


As their following grows, these leaders push, strive, and promote. Most leadership books we’ve read train leaders to do this more effectively: to manage stress, time, or influence; to strengthen communication or strategy; to mold ourselves until we’ve become leaders others would want to follow.


These aren’t illegitimate pursuits, but neither are they the ultimate pursuit. We think of our children’s days in preschool soccer. Many Saturday mornings, we’d stand on the sidelines shouting, “No! Turn around! The goal is the other way!” More than once, our little kickers scored in the wrong net. Amid the swarm of jerseys and shin guards, our kids struggled to remember which goal they were aiming for. Similarly, the swarm of leadership culture can prevent us from seeing that the goal is not influence, productivity, or efficiency, but Jesus. We score, but sometimes in the wrong net.


As we try to squeeze prayer into our busy lives, God stands at the other end of the field, saying, “Turn around! I’m over here; I am the goal!” Influence, productivity, and efficiency flow out of our immersion in Christ.


The point of Christian leadership, after all, is still Jesus.


Type 4: The Praying Leader—Growing Leaders Rooted in Dynamic, Growing Prayer Lives


To embrace prayer is not to indiscriminately disregard leadership principles; this is not what we propose. We are practitioners and students of leadership, with advanced degrees from Harvard, Stanford, University of California Berkeley, and St. Thomas. We value education, leadership training, and organizational excellence. But to our core we believe that an overemphasis on leadership and an underemphasis on the presence of Christ can lead to tragedy, personally and organizationally.


We need to discover the beautiful balance of prayer and leadership that the late Scottish theologian John Murray termed “intelligent mysticism,” which values both strategic leadership and fervent prayer.


Praying leaders have quit worshiping at the altars of achievement and have shattered the illusion of their self-sufficiency. As a result, they, like Billy Graham, invest in a dynamic, growing prayer life. They trade the striving of the bottom right quadrant for the surrender of the upper right quadrant.


Prayerful leadership invites us to pursue God’s priorities over leadership best practices. The praying leaders we learned from prioritize prayerfulness, even at the cost of “productivity,” and they truly believe the exchange is worth it. They draw people to Jesus and leave lasting legacies of Kingdom impact as they rely on God, leading from a place of joy, peace, and rest. As they pursue God’s presence, heaven shows up fulsomely in their lives and organizations in ways far beyond human capability.


C. S. Lewis’s spiritual mentor, Father Walter Adams, instilled in Lewis one simple, life-altering concept: “Look after the roots, and the fruits will look after themselves.”15


Too often, we can become obsessed with fruit to the point that we neglect our roots. It’s madness from an eternal perspective.


We often forgo the strength of heaven and rely on our own ability. We eschew the wisdom of heaven for our own ideas. We rely on our own energy and favor when the energy and favor of heaven are available. All of heaven’s resources are available every moment when we stop filling our busy lives beyond capacity in order to be filled with His life, stop pursuing our agendas to receive His guidance, and stop our running to take time to walk with Him.


But our transformation to prayerful leaders does not come quickly. It shouldn’t. We have to fight heart and soul for a dynamic prayer life. It will take our whole self.


We’ve read books on prayer that focus on the inner life. We’ve read books on leadership that focus on running successful organizations. But we don’t want to—or believe we’re called to—live this bifurcated life. What might happen if we became not only leaders who pray but, more specifically, praying leaders? How would that change the way we pray, the way we lead, and the spiritual vitality of the organizations we serve?


Two Training Grounds


We found that praying leaders learned to pray mainly on two training grounds. The first is apprenticeship. The best way for a leader to become a praying leader is by learning from other praying leaders: replicating and modifying their habits, postures, prayers, and rhythms. The popular expression “more caught than taught” syncs with this idea of apprenticeship.


To apprentice under praying leaders, we prioritized firsthand interviews and extended observation so we could dig into the lives of these praying leaders, give concrete examples, and awaken a thirst like a deer thirsts for water (Psalm 42:1).


These praying leaders were on a journey to “train their souls,” constantly looking for new ways to pray, new prayers to guide them, and new ways to get Scripture into their hearts. They sought to spend more, not less, time in prayer, inventing new ways to remember and connect their souls with God throughout the day, week, and year. These practices, rhythms, and principles of praying leaders became the uniting undercurrents that propelled fruitful, thriving, lasting legacies of leadership.


The second training ground is at the feet of Jesus. There was a fire, beauty, and irresistibility to Jesus’ prayer life that drew the disciples to ask Him, “Teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). They are never recorded asking Him to teach them how to lead, speak, teach, or mentor. But they were compelled to ask Jesus to teach them prayer, because they saw that it was the foundation of Jesus’ life and leadership. Jesus often taught the importance of prayer, through both words and actions.




[image: image] Could you not pray with me one hour? (Matthew 26:40)


[image: image] “Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation” (Matthew 26:41).


[image: image] “This kind can only come out through prayer” (Mark 9:29).


[image: image] Abide in me; without me you can do nothing (John 15:5).


[image: image] The Father is always with me (John 8:29).


[image: image] “When you pray…” (Matthew 6:5).


[image: image] Jesus taught them that they should always pray (Luke 18:1).




It is profound to think that God came to Earth, walked among us, and taught us how to pray. Jesus’ prayer life in Scripture forms the core of all the habits we’ll explore, and so as we explore each habit, we will dive into its “Jesus origin.”


Christian Dawson, a pastor at Bridgetown Church in Portland, Oregon, described it this way: “The people who followed Jesus first were all taken aback by Jesus’ prayer life. They were fascinated by it. Jesus woke up early to pray. When He was exhausted, He’d get alone to pray. When He was successful, He’d get away to pray. When He was in trial, He stayed up all night to pray. It’s as if the first work and the last work that Jesus was up to was always prayer. Our Rabbi lived something that’s so easy to forget: Prayer, more than anything else, fuels our love for God, His people, and His mission in the world.”16


The disciples had watched Jesus pray and wanted their Rabbi to teach them directly, but we, too, can experience the beauty of learning to pray from our Lord Himself. Jesus is still teaching His leaders to pray. As a 1,500-year-old hymn so beautifully articulates, He is still our “best thought, by day or by night.”17


Scripture gives us another secret: Jesus is still praying for us right now, because He “lives to intercede” for us, even today (Hebrews 7:25).


Christian leaders do not need another pithy leadership axiom, as if one new insight were so profound it would change the face of Christian leadership. But if Christian leaders were to en masse develop dynamic prayer lives and instill this passion in those they mentor and lead, history and Scripture tell us that neighborhoods and nations would change for generations. As God told Israel, “If my people… humble themselves and pray and seek my face… then I will hear from heaven… and will heal their land” (2 Chronicles 7:14).


The whole of heaven is eagerly waiting for us to get on our knees.




PRAYER


Dear Jesus, help me to spread Your fragrance everywhere I go. Flood my soul with Your spirit and love. Penetrate and possess my whole being so utterly that all my life may only be a radiance of Yours. Shine through me and be so in me that every soul I come in contact with may feel Your presence in my soul. Let them look up and see no longer me but only Jesus. Stay with me and then I shall begin to shine as you shine, so to shine as to be a light to others.


Amen.


—Mother Teresa








PRAYER TOOL


Each chapter will end with practical tools to help you lead with prayer. Additional tools and resources are available at www.leadwithprayer.com.


While prayer in a Western context is often thought of as an individual activity, we encourage you to invite friends or colleagues into this pursuit. Who do you know who could help create meaningful changes in your prayer life? Invite them into this process, and consider reading this book together.


Authoring this book as a team has not only increased the joy of writing but also unquestionably helped us with the application. This book was written in community, and we encourage you to read it in community, too.


Lastly, we invite you to pray this book. Stop often and pray when you read an interview that ignites something in your heart. Pray one of the prayers you read. Pray through some of the psalms you see. We issue this invitation with confidence, because most of this content belongs not to us but to the saints we’ve encountered.
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PART I



HOW LEADERS PRIORITIZE PRAYER















CHAPTER 1



LEADERS “WASTE TIME” WITH GOD




The first great and primary business to which I ought to attend every day was, to have my soul happy in the Lord.


—George Müller




Several years ago, I (Ryan) heard a story that has stuck with me ever since. A foreign president arrived early for his scheduled appointment with a South Korean pastor. To the president’s great frustration, the pastor’s assistant made him wait while the pastor concluded his hour of uninterrupted midday prayer. Nothing was to come between the pastor and this time reserved to be with God.


“Do you know who I am?” the president angrily demanded of the secretary.


The secretary tried to offer some perspective as she calmly replied, “Do you know who he is talking to right now?”


Few leaders adopt the perspective that this pastor and his assistant shared: that no earthly power or pressing demand takes precedence over spending time with the King of Kings.


Leaders have an overabundance of demands on their time. Packed schedules impose a practical barrier to becoming a praying leader. But this practical barrier is rooted in an ideological one: We forget who we’re talking to.


If we operate under the illusion that we are in control of our schedule, day, or organization, then why pray? If we believe we are in control, then we will struggle to see how prayer could be the best, most effective use of our limited time. Prayer demands that we offer back to God the control that has been His all along.


I (Peter) confess that seeing prayer as a first priority has often been a struggle, although I know and would be quick to acknowledge the importance of prayer. Slowing down does not come easily, even when there are dedicated times and places for prayer.


Each quarter, HOPE International, where I serve, holds designated days of prayer. I faithfully attend, but on one day of prayer, when facilitators invited our team to find a quiet place for silent prayer, I remember spending my “prayer time” ruminating over the operational and staffing challenges HOPE was facing. I ventured outside for a walk but focused on trying to solve the problems myself.


By the end of the day, I had spent precious few moments in prayer as I paced the grounds. Instead, I found myself fixated on what I needed to do: strategizing, planning, and toiling—opting for human effort with a sprinkling of prayer pixie dust. At the end of the day, I had no peace and no clear direction. What I did have, perhaps for the first time, was clarity that I had a prayer problem and erroneous assumptions of who was in control.


The Hour That Saved a Decade


In my (Ryan’s) family we frequently recollect and recount one story to remind ourselves who is in control.


When I was a teenager, my dad launched a brand and grew a successful business. After ten years of long days, late nights, and crisscrossing the country, his startup was offered an exclusive deal with a major Fortune 100 company. This was the kind of deal wide-eyed entrepreneurs can only dream about when they eagerly launch their companies.


“Yes!” seemed the obvious answer, but my dad took the matter to prayer, remembering Proverbs 3:6: “In all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight.” He prayed about the deal for one hour. With such an attractive offer on the table, that hour of prayer could have been seen as time better spent signing contracts and drafting press releases. But while in prayer, my dad sensed clearly from heaven that he should turn down the deal, though he could not say why.


The Scriptures say, “You will… be led forth in peace” (Isaiah 55:12), and even though this deal looked irresistible on paper, my dad felt the opposite of peace. He turned down the offer. His business partner was livid as he reminded my dad, “This is what you’ve worked your entire life for!” But my dad held his ground.


Several months later, that same Fortune 100 company surprised Wall Street and the world by declaring bankruptcy after an unforeseen change in the industry. Had my dad signed the deal, this company would have taken his company down with it. That one hour dedicated to the Lord in prayer saved ten years of investment and scores of jobs my dad’s company had created.


Ever since that experience, there’s been no doubt in our family that time spent with God is never wasted.


The Data on Praying Leaders


Without exception, the praying leaders we interviewed would say that the most productive moments of their life are those spent with Jesus.


In mysterious and wonderful ways, these leaders can recount testimonies of how centering their leadership on prayer exponentially increased their impact, and research supports their anecdotal assertions. A privately commissioned study conducted by the Barna Group revealed encouraging results. Among organizations that prioritize prayer:




[image: image] 91 percent of respondents feel more aligned to the mission of the organization;


[image: image] 85 percent believe God is more clearly accomplishing His work through the ministry;


[image: image] 78 percent agree that they feel “less stressed in [their] day to day responsibilities” due to corporate prayer; and


[image: image] 70 percent agree that their “productivity has increased.”




The study showed that these effects are especially true in ministries where prayer is corporate rather than individual, mandatory rather than optional, and proactive rather than reactive.1


Although we have each seen God work through prayer to accomplish “immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine” (Ephesians 3:20), we offer no guarantees that the input of prayer will yield predictable, desirable outcomes or exponential increases in productivity as we most often conceive of it. Fruitfulness in prayer is far more nuanced than simply receiving our anticipated answer to our requests. Praying leaders would tell us that time spent in prayer is productive and fruitful, but even more, time spent in prayer is foundational to the rest of their leadership.


Leading through Minefields


“I was fourteen years old when the bombs started dropping on my village. We all looked for a place to hide. I found a small cave to hide in, but as I climbed in, I saw a poisonous snake right in front of me. Bombs were going off behind me, and a snake was in front of me. I got on my knees and prayed that God would stop the snake—just like He stopped the lions in Daniel—and He did it! The snake never bit me.”2


Rosebell (whom we introduced in the introduction) shared this story when we asked her about one of her first faith-building answers to prayer. Stories like this one continued as she described forty years of answered prayers, orchestrated by a sovereign God.


Rosebell is like a lesser-known Mother Teresa. She runs a highly effective underground network of leaders who serve children in a war zone, providing food, education, shelter, and safe passage. The situation on the ground is constantly changing, and she spends her days crafting action plans to respond to crisis after crisis. Many leaders can relate to days like these, but Rosebell’s crises often involve the tragic intersection of land mines, mortar rounds, and children.


Forty years of leadership in a war zone have not hardened this praying leader. When I (Ryan) first visited the bamboo village where Rosebell resides, fear was palpable. We spent time with victims of land mines, whose bodies had been marred by explosions and whose synapses had been rewired by trauma. Our visit was cut short when we all had to evacuate abruptly because soldiers were within hours of once again reaching the village.
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