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To all those brave persons who have

taken up the quest for a wiser and 

more compassionate form of leadership

that seeks to unleash the inner 

leadership and value of each person
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P R E FA C E  TO  T H E  
S ECO N D  E D I T I O N

When Berrett-Koehler approached me about preparing a
second edition of this book, it triggered a flood of memories.
The first edition of The Leadership Wisdom of Jesus was quite an
adventure for me. Looking back, it was the publication of The

Leadership Wisdom of Jesus that began my unexpected odyssey.
I found myself on dozens of radio and television talk shows
(often religious programs) explaining that I am not a minister
or a theologian but rather a business professor and consultant
who believes we have much to learn about leadership from the
teachings of one of the greatest leaders that ever lived—Jesus.

Newspapers, magazines, and web sites provided further
opportunities for me to share this message—compassion, for-
giveness and wisdom not only have a place in the complex,
dynamic, contemporary business world but can be a key part
of realizing more meaningful, fulfilling, and even more suc-
cessful careers and organizations. I also made many presenta-
tions at conferences, colleges, and churches. I encountered
people in a variety of settings who had read the book and I
heard about many discussion groups and classes using the
book as a central resource. Ultimately, with a sense of humil-
ity, responsibility—and I must confess—surprise, I watched
the book go on to become a bestseller.

The bottom line is that, despite (or perhaps because of)
approaching the relevance of the teachings of Jesus from an
organizational (as opposed to a religious) perspective, many
people have found the book to be useful.  My intent in prepar-

ix



x Preface to the Second Edition

ing this second edition has been to preserve the general style,
tone, and content that has been helpful to readers while
adding some additional features that I hope will make the
book even more useful. Specifically, I have added material
that can serve as a discussion guide for reading groups and
classes using the book. I have also added a new chapter that
addresses perhaps the stickiest question that came up about
the first edition—“How can Jesus’ teachings about virtues
such as compassion and forgiveness be reconciled with the
realities of organizational pressures for things like profitabil-
ity, efficiency, and accountability?” Further, I have gently
attempted to update strategic places in the text and to add
some additional examples that further bring the ideas in the
book to life for living, working, and leading today.

Writing the first edition of this book challenged me to
think more deeply than I ever had about what Jesus taught
and modeled, and the character of his leadership. In reality, I
had undertaken a journey toward personal development that
would permanently change my career and life. Since then I
have continued to spend a great deal of my time focusing on
what has become a prominent topic in the organizational lit-
erature—spirituality in the workplace. I co-authored another
book with my colleagues Karen Manz, Bob Marx, and Chris
Neck titled The Wisdom of Solomon at Work and have collabo-
rated with them and with our friend and colleague Judi Neal
on several articles. The idea of living as a whole person, with
personal values and beliefs, at work as well as at home has cre-
ated a revolution of sorts and we have been a part of it. Most
of the work in this area is careful to avoid dividing people
based on specific religious beliefs (and in fact is often
described as transcending religious dogma).  At the same time
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it has provided a kind of permission for people more fully to
embody in their careers the deeper beliefs that they live out
with their families or in their places of worship. Conse-
quently, it has infused their personal choices and behavior at
work with virtues such as compassion and forgiveness despite
their being in the “hard and competitive business world” 
that places much value on things like profit, efficiency, and
control.

I hope you will benefit from reading this book as I have
from working on it and writing it. Jesus had a way of getting
to the heart of things that challenges us to think more deeply
about the whats, whys, and hows of our lives and careers. His
teachings have changed the lives of millions throughout his-
tory, and continue to do so today. To encounter them is to be
launched into a journey toward deep personal change. And to
lead with the guidance of these teachings is to become not
only a wiser and more complete leader but to be more worthy
of the mantle that leadership bestows on us when we find
ourselves in any position of influence.

Charles C. Manz
Pelham,Massachusetts
July 2005
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P R E FA C E  TO  T H E  
F I R S T  E D I T I O N

The Leadership Wisdom of Jesus is for those who want to
become wise and highly effective leaders. It focuses on a
uniquely constructive and compassionate approach to leader-
ship based on positive spiritual principles contained in the
teachings of Jesus. It addresses priceless wisdom for leading
ourselves and others. 

When you are called on to lead do you sometimes feel
that you are hiding or suppressing your compassionate side as
you struggle to function in the competitive business world?
Do you find yourself projecting an image of rational control
and competence simply to fit in and get ahead, despite mis-
givings about how your actions might be harming others or
compromising your deeper personal values? Do you notice
some dramatic contradictions between what is expected of
you as a leader in serving your organization’s bottom line and
how you might act if you were simply behaving toward others
in naturally humane and compassionate ways? Do you feel a
need for an infusion of wisdom to help guide you to a more
balanced and effective approach to living and leading that
goes beyond your previous professional training and educa-
tion? If any of these questions rings true for you, this book
should provide you with some valuable insights.

The Leadership Wisdom of Jesus will appeal to those who are
concerned with moral and humanitarian issues in work and
human relationships. It draws on wisdom that blazes an effec-
tive leadership path consisting of such ingredients as compas-
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xiv Preface to the First Edition

sion, humility, and service. It will also appeal to those who
want to master a surprisingly effective and powerful way to
provide positive influence for themselves and others. Its focus
is consistent with important concepts such as soul, spirit, ser-
vice, and servant leadership. It is especially relevant to man-
agers, executives, and anyone in a position of influence or
leadership.

Relatively few books on business, let alone business lead-
ership, have drawn on the lessons of Jesus. Jesus CEO: Using

Ancient Wisdom for Visionary Leadership by Laurie Beth Jones
(Hyperion, 1995) is the most prominent recent exception.
However, as its subtitle indicates, it focuses on visionary lead-
ership, while the focus of this book is on empowering rather
than visionary leadership. A visionary approach puts the spot-
light on the leader’s charisma and inspiration and tends to
leave followers dependent and in the shadows. An em-
powering approach pulls followers to center stage and
addresses how a leader facilitates and unleashes the gifts and
abilities of others.1 This book focuses especially on interper-
sonal leadership prescriptions for empowering others that are
suggested by the teachings of Jesus in the scriptures. It draws
on those teachings to shed light on effective leadership of our-
selves and others. The intent of this book is not to preach to
or convert readers but to inform and equip aspiring leaders
with the power of wise historical teachings that have dramat-
ically changed the lives of millions.

I would like to thank several of my colleagues who have
deeply affected my thinking about leadership, especially the
compassionate aspects of effectively leading ourselves and
others: Hank Sims, Chris Neck, Greg Stewart, Jim Mancuso,
Bob Mitchell, Peter Hom, Frank Shipper, and especially my
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wife, Karen Manz. I appreciate the valuable support and assis-
tance I have received from my editor, Steven Piersanti, and
from the very competent, wise, and compassionate staff at
Berrett-Koehler. I also express my appreciation to all my other
friends and colleagues who have supported my writings on
leadership and teamwork over the years.

I appreciate the inspiration provided by such organiza-
tions as AES, IDS Financial Services, W. L. Gore & Associates,
Malden Mills, Semco, and many others, which have taken the
quest for wise and compassionate leadership to heart. I am
especially indebted to the wisdom provided by Jesus and the
biblical writers, the teachings on which this book is based.

Charles C. Manz
Pelham,Massachusetts
December 1997

NOTE
1. See Henry P. Sims Jr. and Charles C. Manz, Company of Heroes:

Unleashing the Power of Self-Leadership (New York: Wiley, 1996) for
a discussion of visionary and empowerment approaches to leader-
ship and their differences.
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I N T RO D U CT I O N
A Call to Wise and Compassionate Leadership

When you are called upon to lead, in any capacity, are you
effective? Is your leadership ethical and just? Are you able to
provide positive influence for others that benefits them as
well as the end that is being served? 

Now let’s go even deeper. Are you able to lead yourself
effectively? Do you serve as an ethical, moral, effective exam-
ple for others? Do you lead with humility? Do you lead with
compassion? Have you mastered the arts of forgiveness and
service? Can you be like a child when that is required? Do you
understand and put into practice the Golden Rule? Do you
know the secret of mustard seed power? 

There is a powerful and informative literature dating back
hundreds of years that addresses historical thinking on
wisdom. It is especially centered on the writings and teachings
of mostly ancient, and usually religious, leaders. A number of
historical leaders and thinkers have achieved a special level of
greatness and wisdom. King Solomon, Moses, Confucius, Lao
Tzu, Buddha, Gandhi, Muhammad, and many others have
struck a cord with multitudes in an unusually powerful way.
As our contemporary knowledge continues to expand dra-
matically, it would be a grave mistake to forget the vast
wisdom of such key historical figures. 

It is in this spirit that I undertook this project. Initially I
had intended to draw on the teachings of three or four
renowned historical leaders, but I quickly concluded that the
thinking of each deserves a separate volume. It is my sincere

1



2 The Leadership Wisdom of Jesus

hope that reflecting on the leadership wisdom contained in
this book will provide the reader with special insights that
cannot be gained from contemporary leadership thought.

Of course times have changed over the past millennia.
Some of us will question whether the wisdom of the ancient
past is relevant today, especially wisdom that is often con-
nected with religions. This is especially true if we take the tra-
ditional view of organizations as existing only to maximize
profit and return on investment for shareholders. Yet looking
beyond profit and financial return is quite a contemporary
idea. Again and again companies that are putting the welfare
of their employees and customers first are rising to the top as
the highest performers over the long run. Sometimes an atti-
tude of service is the best way to achieve bottom-line gains.
But even when it is not, an enlightened and educated popula-
tion is realizing that doing what is right (ethically, morally,
and otherwise) is usually a much more satisfying and worth-
while way to live than focusing first on the bottom line.
Besides, most of us could stand to learn more about wisdom,
even if we choose not to act according to all of its teachings.

This book is about leadership lessons from the teachings
of Jesus. The very name Jesus conjures up all kinds of images
and emotions. Some people initially feel very positive and
open. Others are hesitant. Still others are likely to be threat-
ened and put off. My intention in exploring the leadership
lessons contained in Jesus’ teachings is to provide to a broad
audience helpful insights that transcend cultural heritage or
religious background. I sincerely believe that there is a great
deal we all can learn about relating to and influencing one
another from the challenging and penetrating teachings of
Jesus. Indeed, his powerful leadership lessons point to a fresh
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approach that can enable both leaders and followers to main-
tain their integrity, live on a higher plane, and ultimately
reach their personal and professional goals through sound,
practical principles. 

It is important to note that much of the wisdom of Jesus’
teachings does not directly address leadership. Nevertheless, I
believe that his teachings offer a wealth of ethical and practi-
cal guidance for leadership practice. Thus, throughout the
book I will first share excerpts from Jesus’ teachings, then offer
reflections on the implications for leadership, and then sug-
gest lessons for aspiring wise and compassionate leaders.

My intention is not to be religious in focus. Rather, I will
address the subject of leadership in a way that captures some
of the spiritual yet practical wisdom of the teachings of Jesus.
Extensive debate has occurred on the literal veracity versus the
symbolic nature of the Bible’s account of Jesus’ life and teach-
ings. Some writers have questioned how many of the quota-
tions found in the New Testament Gospels can accurately be
attributed directly to Jesus.1 This book will treat the biblical
text as a historical record of lessons that are consistent with
the tenor of Jesus’ thinking and that provide wisdom from
which to learn.

Jesus was especially fond of using parables—simple sto-
ries illustrating moral lessons—in his teaching. He also made
extensive use of short sayings, especially aphorisms (memo-
rable one-liners). Many of his teachings were repeated fre-
quently, sometimes through a slightly different story or an
alternative captivating saying. Although Jesus had a great deal
to say about a variety of issues, many of his teachings focus
especially on such common, powerful themes as the advan-
tages of forgiveness over judgment, the importance of love
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and service, the power of humility, and the wisdom of recog-
nizing the deeper value of every person. Consequently, some
of the lessons I discuss overlap with others. This is arguably an
important strength of Jesus’ teachings. He made sure that his
important points were not missed. By reviewing important
ideas, often from slightly different perspectives, his teachings
were woven into a complementary whole. Ultimately, when
Jesus’ lessons have unfolded side by side, the complete picture
they create might be thought of as a beautiful yet highly effec-
tive hand-painted fan, a priceless work of art for power-filled
living. I hope that this book does a reasonable job of linking
important parts of that whole to practical issues of leading
ourselves and others. 

Regardless of your religious beliefs, the lessons provided
herein should help shed light on the path to effective leader-
ship. More important, I believe, the lessons presented reveal a
great deal about the constructive power of unleashing the pos-
itive spirit of leadership—of being right with the inner value
and spirit of human beings—while engaging in the act of
influencing ourselves and others. This is a very important goal
because although many types of leadership can coerce, bribe,
or inspire the desired behavior and performance of followers
in the short run, long-run development and performance
require influence that is more consistent with the inner truth
of each person. I believe that all human beings desire (and
perhaps require), at some level,  dignity and a commitment to
a positive spiritual connection with others. Treating people
right and helping them to be right with themselves and the
rest of the world is perhaps the only legitimate choice for
long-term effective leadership.

One important caveat should be kept in mind: sometimes
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when we refer to positive personal outcomes we are talking
about the very long term. Although Jesus addressed many
practical issues and needs of his day, he was ultimately con-
cerned with life beyond earthly existence. Thus his teachings
were not necessarily intended to pay off in a human lifetime.
Some of his wisdom may point the way to what is moral and
good, yet not lead to the power, wealth, or other leadership
trappings to which many aspire. In some cases, in the short
run it may lead to the opposite. Surprisingly, however, Jesus’
wise teachings are frequently proving to be consistent with
many contemporary leadership principles that are leading to
tremendous payoffs for enlightened leaders and their organi-
zations in the here and now.

Many books have been written that prescribe leadership
tactics designed to squeeze out immediate self-serving payoffs.
Some instruct leaders to be commanding and intimidating.
Others point to reward- or incentive-based leadership that
exchanges desired rewards for follower compliance. Still
others argue that leaders should be inspiring and visionary,
swayers of the masses through charisma and the captivating
pull of the leaders’ causes. Leadership books have shared the
insights of well-known military commanders, presidents,
martyrs, and prominent business executives. Indeed, the
lessons of a vast array of famous individuals have been writ-
ten about at length, from Attila the Hun to Abraham Lincoln
to Mahatma Gandhi to Winston Churchill to Lee Iacocca. 
The lessons included in this book will draw from the wise yet
practical insights of Jesus about leadership—a kind of leader-
ship that is profoundly effective and at the same time based
on a deeper wisdom and recognition of spirituality.

This book should encourage the reader to confront some
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very important but often overlooked aspects of being a leader.
Bending the will of others to your own may serve your imme-
diate objectives in the short run. However, the leadership that
Jesus teaches offers some tremendous long-term advantages
for the leader as well as the led. In the end, leadership based
on sound, positive principles, such as living by the Golden
Rule and leading by serving others, may be the only real way
to serve yourself and master the true art of leadership. This art
promises to ascend well above leadership myths that tempt us
to become great in a worldly sense at the expense of other
people. It teaches some seemingly strange but powerful lead-
ership lessons, like racing for last place, cleansing your insides,
putting the gavel away, and using the power of golden mus-
tard seeds. These and many other lessons are discussed in
detail in the chapters that follow. Careful study of these
lessons may change your thinking about leadership forever
and provide valuable insights into how to promote a more
constructive and compassionate world for all of us.

NOTE
1. See, for example, Robert W. Funk, Roy W. Hoover, and The Jesus

Seminar, The Five Gospels (New York: Macmillan, 1994).
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Clean the Mirror Image

The first step to becoming an 

effective leader is to look in the mirror.

Master the art of leading yourself 

and you will lay the foundation for 

helping others to do the same.
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Logs Before Specks, 

or Lead Thyself First

Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye but do not

notice the log in your own eye? Or how can you say to your

neighbor, “Let me take the speck out of your eye,” while the

log is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of

your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck

out of your neighbor’s eye. (Matt. 7: 3–5; New Revised Standard

Version) 

As you consider the above passage, do some leaders you have

worked for or people you have worked with come to mind?1

Have you known some irritating hypocrites? This seems to be

a common reaction, but perhaps the more important ques-

tion is, did you consider yourself as one in possible need of

the advice offered in the passage? If you did not, then perhaps

this passage can be especially helpful to you.

Let’s think for a minute. Would you like to become an

effective leader? Would you like to have a significant and 

9



10 Clean the Mirror Image

positive impact on others, on the world, or on history? Jesus

provides some striking advice for moving toward this end.

One of his key lessons suggests that if you want to lead others

you should first—do what? Become more commanding so

that you can bend the will of others to your own? No, that’s

not it. Work on your charisma so you can inspire others to do

what you want? No, again. Develop the ability to identify what

people want and provide it as an incentive for complying with

what you lead them to do? No, that’s not it either. Learn how

to uncover the shortcomings of others and berate them for

their failures until they do what you demand of them? No, no,

no! All of these things may enable you to influence others, at

least in the short run, but they just do not provide the proper

foundation for effective leadership. The first step, Jesus seems

to say, is to look in the mirror. 

Usually when we think about leadership we think about

one person (the leader) influencing someone else (the fol-

lower). In fact, when we are in a position of leadership it is

typical to think that our job is to tell others what to do. That

is, leaders are expected to evaluate others and tell them how

they need to change and improve, and ultimately those others

are expected to do what they’re told.

Jesus’ teachings, conversely, give rise to a quite different

view of how we should approach the subject of leadership.

We are challenged first to examine ourselves and get our own

act together before we try to lead others. This is a hard lesson

to learn. It is so tempting to want to skip this step. After all,

pointing out the problems that other people have and provid-

ing the answers to their problems can be very gratifying; so 
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can directing and commanding others at our whim. It can

make us feel competent, special, and even superior.

“First take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see

clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.” This is a

haunting phrase. It suggests that the very fact that we believe

we know what is wrong with others, that we have the answer

to their problems, and that we should direct them to our solu-

tion is a problem in itself. It is a log that can blind us to our

own shortcomings. Jesus points out that we are focusing on

others’ specks—relatively minor problems—rather than on

our own large log, that we are ignoring our own log by pre-

suming that we should direct and control others when we

haven’t even bothered to explore our own humanness and

shortcomings. In that sense we are truly blinded by the gratify-

ing feeling of power over others that enables us to forget how

flawed, how messed up we ourselves are. Careful self-examina-

tion and a sincere willingness to seek ways of improving our-

selves provide the foundation for effective leadership. When

we don’t engage in this honest self-evaluation and corrective

process, we set ourselves up for doing more harm than good. 

All this does not mean that it is never appropriate to try to

influence—to lead—others. On the contrary, providing con-

structive, effective, ethical leadership is one of the greatest acts

of service we can perform (more on leadership as service

later). But leadership of others needs to come from an honest

appreciation of our own humanness—from a sound, caring

base of humility and a practical understanding of the unique

human struggle that each of us faces as we try to be right with

our life and the world. Jesus points to a kind of leadership that
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recognizes the value of each person and is exercised out of a

sense of caring and commitment to the well-being of those

being led. It also recognizes that each of us is ultimately our

own leader when leadership is performed on a higher spiri-

tual plane.

I have found this personal struggle to direct and motivate

ourselves constructively to be at the heart of the search for a

full and satisfactory life. In my own consulting and executive

development work it has been humbling to realize that often

things go much better the less I try to direct and “lead.”

Frequently my best work has resulted from simply listening

sincerely and helping my clients figure out what is best for

themselves—that is, helping and allowing them to solve their

own problems. When I try to be wise and expert and force all

my concepts, ideas, and knowledge into my service, I interfere

with my clients’ self-discovery. Worse, at times I completely

miss the boat and get bogged down with my own opinions

and view of the world.

I have learned that the best consultants are the ones who

recognize how limited their knowledge really is, who continu-

ally learn and improve themselves, and most of all, who recog-

nize that the real experts are usually the clients, who have to live

with their problems every day. The trick is for the consultant to

remove, or neutralize as much as possible, their own blinders

(logs) and help clients sort through the often tiny specks that

are blocking their own barely hidden solutions. I believe that

the same principle applies to almost anyone leading or helping

someone else: be humble and assume that most people know

a heck of a lot more about their problem than you do. 
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By becoming more effective in our own self-leadership not

only do we gain greater insight and empathy for others, who

also struggle to make good choices and improve themselves,

but we also serve as a model, which is central to leadership.

Being a model in this sense does not mean that we want others

to imitate and be exactly like us. Rather, we can serve as an

example of someone who has sincerely struggled with being

personally effective and has found his or her own way. As a

result we are in a better position to help others find their own

way as well. On occasion when I finish a training program or

a consulting project the client says to me something like, “You

really practice what you preach. You got us to solve our own

problem.” For me that is the greatest compliment I can receive

as a consultant.

The powerful leadership lesson that Jesus teaches us is

that if we don’t take the important step of looking in the

mirror and examining and leading ourselves first, we can be

blinded by this shortcoming. It is as though we have a big

wood sliver—indeed, a log—in our eye so that we cannot see

others clearly. First remove the log and get right with yourself,

then serve as an example and source of help (leadership) for

others.

The primary prerequisites for leadership and for admin-

istering cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) contain some

insightful similarities. Obviously we need to be alive, con-

scious, and breathing before we start trying to revive others

through CPR. Similarly, living and leading ourselves properly

is like the breath that sustains our ability to lead others and to

guide them on how to work and live. Many people believe
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that leadership is restricted to an outward influence process

that requires leaders to lead and followers to follow, and that

leadership is not something we can do for ourselves. On the

contrary, leaders and followers form an organic whole that is

required for leadership to unfold, and at the very core of the

leadership process leaders and followers are one and the

same. We can and do lead ourselves. Self-leadership is the

breath, and without it the leader is in need of some serious

leadership CPR.

That brings us back to Jesus’ lesson of logs before specks.

How can people expect to lead others effectively if they won’t

take the time—in fact, if they refuse to make an effort—to live

their own lives (to lead themselves) positively and construc-

tively first? According to Jesus they cannot. To do so is like

trying to carry on without taking the time to breathe.
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To become an effective leader for others, 

first learn to lead yourself.

NOTE
1. The New Revised Standard Version of the Bible is the 

primary source of scripture passages throughout this book.
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The Last Shall Be First

He asked them, “What were you arguing about on the way?”

But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with

one another who was the greatest. He sat down, called the

twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be

last of all and servant of all.” (Mark 9: 33–35)

Jesus took a surprising and fascinating approach to the topic

of achieving fame and glory. In fact, he suggested that the

only sure way to become great is to seek just the opposite. He

taught that if you want to come in first, then purposely put

yourself last. He directed that we should become last of all

and the servant of all. That is an awfully hard pill for most

of us to swallow. Much that we have learned about human

nature suggests how important it is to build up our self-

esteem and our belief in ourselves. In this spirit the virtues

of accomplishment in athletics, academics, work, and so

forth have been prescribed as healthy medicine for our
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psyche. The right to say, “I’m number one!” has become a

compulsive quest for millions around the world.

Yet Jesus says, don’t aim to be first; be last. What gives? I

don’t think Jesus is recommending that we should strive for

mediocrity, or that we should waste rather than develop and

apply our talents. Indeed, fruitfully using our gifts in con-

structive ways is a common theme throughout the Bible. But

Jesus sends a clear message that we should not exaggerate our

sense of superiority, that we should not become too caught up

in our own importance. Most of all, he seems to be saying that

those who are directly striving to be great as an end in itself

are going at it the wrong way. Be humble and don’t be a con-

ceited self-advocate; be a servant and strive to put others

first—this is the path to greatness, though often camouflaged

and hard to see, that Jesus prescribes. Of course Jesus was

especially concerned with greatness in a spiritual sense, in

terms of God’s realm, and not so much in a worldly sense.

Nevertheless, the philosophy he advocated—humility, service,

forgiveness—can lead to the kind of respect and love from

others that many view as the real signs of “greatness.” 

Jesus went even further in his instructions to the disciples:

The disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who is the greatest

in the kingdom of heaven?” He called a child, whom he put

among them, and said, “Truly I tell you, unless you change

and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom

of heaven. Whoever becomes humble like this child is the

greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” (Matt. 18: 1–4)
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The idea of becoming like a child will likely affect readers

in a variety of ways. Certainly the idea of becoming passive and

naive will not strike many as particularly constructive. The

important lesson that I take from this passage, however, is the

idea of becoming “humble like this child.” Again, this means

resisting the temptation to become too full of ourselves, puffed

up with an exaggerated sense of self-importance. Of course a

variety of other positive images can be gleaned from mounting

research that points to the positive benefits—increased health,

creativity, ability to learn, and so on—of regaining some of our

ability to be like children (playful, lighthearted, and inquisi-

tive). Jesus’ ideas run counter to many hardened adults’ natural

tendencies to become cynical, closed off, and self-centered in

an increasingly complex and stressful world.

On another occasion, when Jesus attended what appar-

ently was a formal dinner at the home of an important man,

he used the opportunity to teach further. This time he seemed

to suggest that being recognized as important is not all bad,

but it needs to be based on a solid foundation of humility. 

When he noticed how the guests chose the places of honor,

he told them a parable. “When you are invited by someone

to a wedding banquet, do not sit down at the place of

honor, in case someone more distinguished than you has

been invited by your host; and the host who invited both of

you may come and say to you, ‘Give this person your place,’

and then in disgrace you would start to take the lowest

place. But when you are invited, go and sit down at the
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lowest place, so that when your host comes, he may say to

you, ‘Friend, move up higher’; then you will be honored in

the presence of all who sit at the table with you. For all who

exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble

themselves will be exalted.” (Luke 14: 7–11)

Most people appreciate someone who doesn’t emphasize

their own accomplishments and status. This is especially true

when that person does have the power or recognition to com-

mand the attention of others. We all want to feel OK about

ourselves, and being around persons of some notoriety and

power can provoke difficult emotional reactions. If they flaunt

their status, we may feel inadequate or angry at their preten-

tious behavior. Conversely, if they act with humility and greet

others with respect, we are able to enjoy their prestige and

status. It is as though we share in it and experience it vicari-

ously ourselves. Jesus’ dinner story drives this lesson home

vividly so that we are able to come face to face with the pow-

erful correlation between humility and greatness.

When I reflect on these ideas I can’t help but think of

Donald Petersen, who led the Ford Motor Company at a cru-

cial time in the organization’s history. He became CEO in the

wake of very high-profile leaders, including Henry Ford II

and Lee Iacocca. It was difficult for many people to think of

his name, and it was not unusual for newspapers to misspell

it. As a leader he preached empowerment, teamwork, trust,

cooperation, and the importance of every employee.1 He

openly confessed to enjoying his lack of star status. “We don’t

want stars. . . . Being part of a team is a much more produc-
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tive environment. I feel very comfortable with the lack of

spotlight and limelight.”2

As an example of the positive leadership that Petersen

brought to Ford, Jack Telnack, Ford’s chief of design when

Petersen was president, told the following story: After looking

over a design, Petersen asked Telnack if the car depicted was

the kind of car he would like to drive. Telnack pondered the

question and decided to answer honestly: “Absolutely not. I

wouldn’t want that car parked in my driveway.” Petersen then

asked him to design something he would be proud of. The

phenomenally successful rounded “jelly bean” cars (such as

the Taurus) resulted. After years of autocratic leadership,

Telnack’s chance to do some self-leading had finally come at

Ford, and he responded with one of the most successful

designs in automotive history.3

This humble leader was indeed a key component of Ford’s

turnaround in the early to mid-1980’s. And despite Petersen’s

low-profile style and avoidance of the spotlight, by focusing on

others rather than on himself (his choice of humble seating),

he was awarded a place of honor among leaders: in 1988, in a

Fortune 500/CNN Moneyline poll, he was chosen by his peer

CEOs as the most effective leader in America, even beating out

the high-profile runner-up, Lee Iacocca, at Chrysler.4

Overall, Jesus pointed to a fascinating paradox. Greatness

comes more from avoiding it than from seeking it. Or maybe

more accurately, the seeds of greatness derive from humility

and service. Don’t seek honor. Rather, let it seek you in its own

way and when the time is right. Don’t even think about it. Go

about your business pursuing constructive work and focus on
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honoring and recognizing the contributions of others rather

than your own. If you do this sincerely, your efforts will often

receive the recognition they deserve, and more, as long as you

don’t seek and expect it. 

I have personally found this to be true with many students

I have worked with over the years. The more I have tried to

honor my students and put them first, the more I have

received honor as a result of their motivation and enthusiasm.

When I have encouraged them to pursue their own interests

and to apply and celebrate their unique talents, they have

often pulled me into highly productive projects. Sometimes

they seem to work too hard. On more than one occasion I

have found myself advising “turned on” students to slow

down a little, to work less hard on our projects, and in effect

to honor me less.

In summary, try to rediscover natural childlike qualities

(that are too often driven out of us at an early age) such as

curiosity and playfulness that can feed creativity and innova-

tion, and combine humility with a natural optimism that you

can accomplish whatever you set out to do. All the while, prac-

tice being in awe of the unique and wonderful contributions

each human being makes, and acknowledge and reinforce

their efforts. These seem to be the lessons that Jesus wants us

to learn.

Perhaps one of my favorite quotes, attributed to Nathaniel

Hawthorne, sums it up best. It deals with happiness, but it could

just as well have been focused on greatness. “Happiness is as a

butterfly which, when pursued, is always beyond our grasp, but

which, if you will sit down quietly, may alight upon you.”
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The true path to great leadership 

is to be humble and look for 

the greatness in others.

NOTES
1. James B. Treece, “How Ford Did It,” Business Week, Oct. 14, 1991,

p. 26; and Donald E. Petersen and John Hillkirk, 
A Better Idea: Redefining the Way Americans Work (New York:
Houghton Mifflin, 1991).

2. “A Better Idea? Ford’s Leaders Push Radical Shift in Culture as
Competition Grows,” The Wall Street Journal, Dec. 3, 1985.

3. “Ford’s Idea Machine—A Once-Troubled Giant Discovers 
a Recipe for Recovery: Change Everything,” Newsweek,
Nov. 24, 1986, p. 66.

4. “Fortune 500/CNN Moneyline Poll: The No. 1 Leader Is Petersen
of Ford,” Fortune, Oct. 24, 1988, pp. 69–70.
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Cleanse Your Insides

Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside

cannot defile, since it enters not the heart but the stomach,

and goes out into the sewer? It is what comes out of a person

that defiles. For it is from within, from the human heart,

that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, adul-

tery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander,

pride, folly. All these evil things come from within, and they

defile a person. (Mark 7: 18–23)

In a modern age that places importance on the power of the

image we project, Jesus’ lesson offers a far different path to

being personally effective. Books, magazines, TV shows, and

self-help gurus have all pointed to the importance of impres-

sion management. We are directed to “dress for success,” to

use “power words,” and in general to manage our external

lives so as to impress and manipulate others in order to get

what we want from them. We are encouraged to clean up our
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act on the outside, to create an external illusion of who we are,

in order to get ahead in the world. 

In contrast, Jesus says it is not the outside that counts. His

words from the book of Mark specifically address traditional

Jewish rituals concerning cleansing and purification related to

eating, but he is really talking about much more. His real inter-

est seems to be internal cleansing and purification—develop-

ing qualities such as honesty and integrity. He is directing us to

cleanse our insides. In fact, he suggests that external things

are relatively unimportant because they do not really enter

our hearts. Instead, he challenges us, we should look within

ourselves and get our internal act together.

It is hard to deny that many of us let ourselves go on the

outside (which is a symptom of problems on the inside).

Many of us eat or drink too much, and being a couch potato

seems to be a valued art that countless persons are trying to

perfect. Indeed, most us of us have a variety of external phys-

ical habits that need to be changed. But at least our extra

pounds or our generally flabby appearance serve as a con-

stant reminder and source of motivation to do something

about it. 

What is often forgotten is that we also develop poor

mental habits, and consequently poor mental physiques. In

fact, I would wager that most of us are in significantly worse

condition on the inside than on the outside. Excessive TV view-

ing, greater preoccupation with material things than with

important interpersonal relationships, and a general avoid-

ance of significant thinking and learning are all common

symptoms of our poor internal condition. Other symptoms
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include self-serving, immoral, dehumanizing choices that

flow from automatic behaviors driven by an excessive focus

on the pursuit of ends such as power and profit. Two thou-

sand years ago Jesus sent a message that we need to heed every

bit as much, perhaps even more, today—it’s time to work on

our insides.

Self-observation and self-analysis can be important foun-

dations for internal self-cleansing. First, we need to take stock

of our current internal condition. Observing and keeping

track of thoughts that affect our general quality of life can be

very helpful. For example, we can ask, What aspects of our

work lives are we struggling with the most? What tends to set

us off on a destructive mental tirade? We can even record our

reactions systematically (when they occur, how long they last,

what kind of dysfunctional behavior or physical symptoms

result, and so on) on a slip of paper we carry with us.

Once we have made our observations, we can use the

information we have gathered to analyze the situation. What

can we do to create more functional responses? How can we

establish new, more constructive mental habits? What

sources of learning are available to us to address our internal

deficiencies? Is there a good book available or a class we

might take to begin the process of positive change? In gen-

eral, how can we get our insides in better shape? What kind

of mental, and perhaps spiritual, fitness program can we

undertake?

For years I have assigned managers in my professional

MBA classes and training programs personal self-leadership

projects. They have tailored a variety of self-leadership strate-
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gies to address challenges in their own situations. A composite

character, “Chris,” provides an informative example based on

recurring themes from dozens of these projects. 

Chris suspected that his followers’ and his own morale

problems stemmed from occasions when his followers chal-

lenged his authority. For a two-week period he recorded notes

each time he encountered a situation that caused him to be

upset and to react in a destructively punitive way toward

others. He discovered that he experienced an average of three

or four of these episodes each day and approximately 90 per-

cent involved occasions when his followers did not unques-

tioningly comply with his directions. As he reviewed the

issues involved and the manner in which his subordinates

had responded, he realized that he became upset when his

orders were questioned or when the performance methods he

prescribed were modified. In other words, unconsciously he

had been resisting his followers’ thinking for themselves and

expressing their creativity, because of his insecurities about

challenges to his authority.

Over the following months he consciously attempted to let

go of projects once they were assigned to subordinates so

they could have increasing freedom and psychological owner-

ship of their work. His emotional and destructive reactions

gradually diminished, and morale among his followers

increased significantly. He concluded that the change had

been difficult to make but well worth the effort. Most of all,

he realized that his biggest interpersonal problems were the

result of his own internal problems.
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One of the reasons that cleaning up our insides is so

important is that it can put us in a much better position to

help others. This raises once more an important question we

need to ask ourselves: How can we expect to lead others suc-

cessfully if we cannot lead ourselves? The truth is, we usually

can’t. Inevitably our own internal conflicts will weigh us down

and hold us back. Also, people nearly always see through the

illusion that we have created. Our actions, behavior, and gen-

erally turbulent mental states will give us away.

Again, it cannot be emphasized too much that one of the

primary ways that effective leaders influence others is

through the example they set. Our choices and resulting

behavior are usually more powerful and important than any-

thing we say. And what is inside of us lays the foundation for

what comes out of us. As Jesus said, “It is what comes out of a

person that defiles. For it is from within, from the human heart,

that evil intentions come.” To demonstrate constructive behav-

ior we must lay a solid foundation. Forcing ourselves to make

a moral and/or compassionate choice in a specific challeng-

ing situation is not enough. Even if we manage to behave

nobly this time, we may find it twice as hard to make con-

structive choices next time if our thinking has not changed in

any significant way. If instead we place our effort on creating

an efficient internal factory of effective moral thinking, we

will establish a continuous productive stream of exemplary

leader behaviors from which others can learn. Once we get

our insides cleaned up, our outsides should take care of

themselves.
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Optimal leadership requires that we

keep our insides (our self-leadership

heart), as well as our outsides, clean.
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Stop Worrying

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you

will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you

will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more

than clothing? Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow

nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly father

feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And can

any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of

life? And why do you worry about clothing? Consider the

lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin,

yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed

like one of these. . . . So do not worry about tomorrow, for

tomorrow will bring worries of its own. Today’s trouble is

enough for today. (Matt. 6: 25–29, 34)

Do you make a habit of worry? Do you dedicate a great deal

of attention and energy to worrying about failures of the past

or concerns of the future? What is your honest appraisal of
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what you accomplish when you worry? What are the fruits of

your worry labor? If the first step to becoming an effective

leader of others is to become an effective self-leader, is being

a persistent worrier the mark of a good leader?

Jesus articulated perhaps the most penetrating analysis of

the futility of worry ever offered. His words in this regard are

among his most poetic and poignant: “Look at the birds of the

air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns. . . . Consider

the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet 

I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of

these.” Indeed, birds and flowers of the field don’t scurry

around driven by worry about yesterday’s failures or tomor-

row’s potential disasters, and they do just fine. In fact, they do

more than fine as they soar through the air and grace the earth

with arguably life’s greatest picture of beauty and most sump-

tuous fragrances. “Why worry?” Jesus asks. It just doesn’t

make sense.

Jesus’ aesthetic piece of verbal art consisted of more than

poetic prose based on nature, however. In fact, my favorite

part of the worry-free philosophy he advocated deals with the

issue of what worry accomplishes. “And can any of you by wor-

rying add a single hour to your span of life?” In the book of Luke

(12: 26) he adds, “If then you are not able to do so small a thing

as that, why do you worry about the rest?” We are offered the pen-

etrating challenge to reflect on what all the energy and time

devoted to worry accomplishes. Obviously, unless we are

masochistic, we do not enjoy the worry process for its own

sake. As Jesus points out, it cannot add to our lives even a tiny

instant in the course of time. In fact, the mounting medical
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evidence suggests the opposite: that the stress caused by worry

can lead to a vast array of personal problems, including dra-

matically life-shortening illnesses such as cancer, heart dis-

ease, and many others. Indeed, worry cannot add even a tiny

amount to our longevity, but it can significantly shorten it,

and sometimes dramatically. 

Stress from inner struggles and the multitude of pressures

that require our attention at work and in our personal lives

arguably causes more health and psychological difficulties

than any other source. A plethora of studies have blamed

stress for countless health problems and billions of dollars of

costs. (The cost of job stress in the United States alone has

been estimated at $200 billion a year.) It is little wonder, then,

that stress was labeled the “twentieth-century disease” by the

International Labor Organization of the United Nations.1

Simply put, stress can make our lives a mess. And a very poi-

sonous ingredient of destructive stress is the mental process

we call worry. 

Despite tremendous progress in knowledge and practice in

health care over the past few decades, the epidemic of destruc-

tive worry and stress persists. For example, one of the recent

major concerns of people at work is fear of job loss. A four-year

survey of 2.2 million people found that nearly half of U.S.

employees were worried about losing their jobs.2 Further,

nearly half believed that good work performance would not

protect them from layoffs by the less loyal employers of recent

times. While such concern is understandable given that many

people have lost jobs, it is also interesting to note that this

widespread worry was found at a time of low unemployment.
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Of course, the fact that worry and stress can be quite

harmful is not new to us; we’ve heard it all before.

Furthermore, most of us accept and believe this persistent

message. The problem is that doing something about the

worry process is one of the most elusive challenges of human

existence. 

Worry can lead to physical drain, illness, psychological

turmoil, and damage to interpersonal relationships. My own

life has been replete with evidence of the destructive capacity

of worry. In a previous career in retailing I had a boss who

reported such extensive worry that he experienced persistent

insomnia. He also developed a nervous stomach that fre-

quently caused him to become physically ill. Another former

coworker admitted that he drank heavily every night to

deaden the pain of his anxiety and worry. Still another col-

league was completely convinced that a close friend’s death

from cancer was caused by years of worry on the job. The cases

are nearly endless. I have personally experienced depleted

energy and various physical symptoms during stressful life

experiences. So eliminating worry has become extremely

important to me. Indeed, as noted earlier, evidence points to

strong links between worry-induced stress and illness and dis-

ease, drug and alcohol abuse, and a host of the worst plagues

of human existence.

Self-help books and seminars offering techniques that

promise to remove fear and worry from our lives seem to be

everywhere in our contemporary fast-paced, competitive soci-

ety. Some of these books and seminars provide temporary

relief, if not long-term benefits. Unfortunately, however, most
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of these potential remedies produce only short-term or inad-

equate improvements for most people. What seems to be

needed is a more pervasive shift in our entire belief system

and well-thought-out, customized behavioral strategies for

addressing the all-too-seductive worry process. The real cure

for worry may well rest in a fundamental shift in the way we

view ourselves and the way we live on a daily basis. 

I have personally found the philosophy and prescriptions

of self-help psychology to be useful but never enough. So, like

most people, I have continued my quest for the holy grail of

peace and contentment that could provide a solid base for a

healthy, power-filled life of personal effectiveness with as few

worry-based, wasteful energy leaks as possible. In my broad

search I have not found a more powerful yet straightforward

philosophy than that offered some 2000 years ago by Jesus.

Jesus doesn’t need contemporary research evidence to

make his position convincing. Worry and the negative stress it

causes detract dramatically from our enjoyment of everyday

life and accomplish nothing of value. Worry occupies our

minds with disturbing thoughts and causes our bodies

significant pain. It makes us tired and ornery. And even

though we would like to believe that it can be a sign of love

for those about whom we worry, the drain it places on us actu-

ally makes us less capable of loving. 

So what can we do about worry? Jesus suggests two

important strategies. First, we can recognize our worry and its

futility. That is, we can take charge of our thoughts rather than

letting worry run wild to ravage our minds and our energy.

Instead, we can become fully aware of it and recognize its
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wastefulness. This is an important first step because it can

establish the basis, especially the motivation, for change.

Second, Jesus urges us not to worry about tomorrow—to let

today’s trouble be enough for today. This exhortation is very

consistent with the widespread conventional wisdom that

calls us to focus on the present, to live in the moment.

Of course, many other prescriptions are available that

build on the worry-busting philosophy that Jesus provided.

For example, one approach based on a procedure described by

Rowland Folensbee (the director of a Houston worry clinic)

includes three primary steps: (1) recognize worry as soon as it

occurs, (2) interrupt the worry with techniques such as pro-

gressive muscle relaxation or meditation (Jesus would suggest

prayer), and (3) set aside a thirty-minute period each day to

worry.3 That’s right, the final step calls for us to reduce our

worry by confining it to an uninterrupted half-hour period

each day. Instead of letting worry run unchecked, we are asked

to save up our worries and then allow ourselves a controlled

dose (not unlike an inoculation to fight disease) at a

prescheduled time. 

Many clients have experienced reductions in worry of

nearly 50 percent using this procedure. For example, an insur-

ance company president reported being a chronic worrier all

his life. He was exhausted from sleepless nights, and his pro-

ductivity and quality of life had suffered greatly. After apply-

ing the worry-reduction procedure for a few months, his

worry had all but faded away. As he put it, “when I get into my

worry session, half the time I can’t even come up with some-

thing to worry about.”4
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In the light of all the logic—indeed, in the light of the

unusual clarity of the folly of worry—Jesus seems to ask, So

why not take charge of worry rather than let it take charge of

you? Effectively managing worry may be one of the most self-

empowering gifts you can give to yourself, and it can prove to

be a significant step toward vastly improving your self-

leadership and your ability to lead others to be empowered

themselves.

Transcending worry can unleash the 

vitality and strength that leaders need 

to lead themselves and others.

NOTES
1. See Leonard Sweet, The Jesus Prescription for a Healthy Life

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996).
2. See Julie Amparano, “Workers Fear Job Loss,” Arizona Republic, Jan.

29, 1997, pp. E1, E3.
3. James Lincoln Collier, “Winning over Worry,” Reader’s Digest, Apr.

1988, pp. 183–186.
4. Collier, “Winning over Worry,” p. 186.
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Commit to Ethical Behavior

So they watched him and sent spies who pretended to be

honest, in order to trap him by what he said, so as to hand

him over to the jurisdiction and authority of the governor. So

they asked him, “Teacher, we know that you are right in

what you say and teach, and you show deference to no one,

but teach the way of God in accordance with truth. Is it

lawful for us to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” But he

perceived their craftiness and said to them, “Show me a

denarius. Whose head and whose title does it bear?” They

said, “The Emperor’s.” He said to them, “Then give to the

emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and give to God

the things that are God’s.”And they were not able in the pres-

ence of the people to trap him by what he said; and being

amazed by his answer, they became silent. (Luke 20: 20–26)

Throughout the accounts of Jesus’ life it is readily apparent that

he based his teaching on a strong moral and ethical founda-
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tion. Self-serving immoral behavior was just not an acceptable

choice. This passage from the book of Luke describes a fasci-

nating situation in which Jesus is challenged to address an

emotionally charged, controversial issue. The question about

whether it was right for persons to be forced to pay taxes, par-

ticularly when many tax collectors collected more than they

were supposed to and pocketed a portion of what they col-

lected, was a heated issue.

Given this situation and Jesus’ assertive moral orientation,

it was quite reasonable to expect that Jesus would answer that

collecting taxes is wrong. In so doing he would be stating pub-

licly his opposition to the authority of the state, potentially a

very serious crime. But Jesus knew it was a trap. Further, he pos-

sessed an insight regarding the situation that was far more

interesting than the simplistic response his challengers

expected. In fact, he did not speak out against the collection of

taxes at all. Instead he simply instructed that they should give

to the emperor what was his and to God (Jesus’ own moral

foundation for what is ethical and right) what was God’s.

Now, giving to the emperor that which is the emperor’s is

not a terribly original idea. We are faced with countless situa-

tions in which we are expected to give something to someone

else that is rightfully theirs. When we purchase an item from

a store or hire someone to perform a service, we owe them a

payment that is rightfully due them. Even paying the govern-

ment taxes to help pay for our nation’s governance, for the ser-

vices it provides and its other obligations, is a generally

accepted obligation (though perhaps viewed by many only as

a necessary evil). 
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The idea of giving to God what is God’s, however, may be

a bit more abstract and confusing. Perhaps a helpful way of

thinking about this part of Jesus’ message is to consider this

as a call to do what is right—what Jesus might describe as

God’s will. That is, giving to God what is God’s might be

thought of as doing what is good and compassionate with the

lives we have been given in light of how it affects others. From

this perspective we are being challenged to serve “the

emperor” (our organizations) to the extent that is morally

and ethically right for them to expect. But this does not

include stretching ethical limits into the realm of dishonesty

or abuse of others.

In more than twenty years of studying leadership, I have

encountered and embraced many different views of what

defines a person as an effective leader. One of these perspec-

tives focuses on exceptional persons who are able to create

and articulate a captivating vision for others (followers) to

pursue. Frequently this vision is communicated with consid-

erable charisma and inspires followers to pursue a common

purpose. Elsewhere I have used the term visionary hero to iden-

tify this kind of leader.1 Interestingly, when I speak about this

type of leader in reference to historical accounts of the likes of

Martin Luther King Jr., Mahatma Gandhi, John F. Kennedy, or

Joan of Arc, I generally get a response of knowing under-

standing and admiration. However, when I mention the

names of other visionary heroes—like Adolf Hitler, David

Koresh, or Jim Jones—I often receive a telling reaction from

the audience. People frequently have a hard time accepting

such antiheroes as leaders. Indeed, persons who wield
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influence without some minimally acceptable ethical and

moral foundation are not considered fit by many to be called

leaders. This call for a commitment to ethical behavior is in

many ways at the heart of authentic leadership.

Unfortunately, the expectation that highly visible leaders

will champion some level of ethics may not carry over into the

interests, behaviors, or even leadership expectations of many

ordinary people. In his book Ethics in Practice: Managing the

Moral Corporation, Kenneth Andrews, former editor of the

Harvard Business Review, points out how difficult it is to get

business leaders to speak or write about business ethics. He

describes the difficulties in separating general ethical aspects

of decisions from the specifics of the situation, and the hesi-

tancy of leaders to speak out against even the most obvious

unethical choices made by others. This is largely true because

they are acutely aware of their own vulnerability to close

scrutiny (and even betrayal) when faced with highly sensitive,

ethically loaded decisions. Their silence can suggest to many

that they lack concern or give little importance to ethics.2

Professor Marianne Jennings, director of the Lincoln

Center for Applied Ethics at Arizona State University, has

found some unpleasant surprises when she teaches business

ethics to MBA students.3 Many of the students feel that study-

ing ethics is a waste of time, and they resent it. Professor

Jennings’s student surveys have revealed that two-thirds of

these future leaders from “generation X” enter her class with

shaky values and find ethical concepts to be quite foreign.

“Some of them are pretty scary,” she reports.

I find an interesting parallel here to the tendency of many
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people in organizations today to justify their own unethical

behavior by rationalizing that the organization and its mem-

bers are wrong in their actions. “Why not steal from the com-

pany when it is stealing from the public?” “Everyone uses

company resources for personal use, so why shouldn’t I?”

“Besides, the company’s profits are obscenely large and result

from the exploitation of poor overworked employees like

me”—so goes the logic. Thus, at one level Jesus refused to be

trapped into advocating unethical behavior, even for the sake

of what might be promoted as an ethical justification.

Author Keshavan Nair describes how he has seen business

executives shun colleagues who have fallen out of favor

because they “lacked the courage to remain friends because

they were afraid for their careers.”4 He contrasted this behav-

ior with the moral courage of Mahatma Gandhi, who went

against prevailing custom and power to work for the untouch-

ables and advocated Indian independence in the face of ex-

isting law. When placed on trial for the latter action he

stated to the presiding judge, “I am here therefore to invite

and submit to the highest penalty that can be inflicted upon

me for what in law is a deliberate crime and what appears to

me to be the highest duty of a citizen.”5

At times leadership calls for acts of moral courage. Aaron

Feuerstein, whose story will be told in more detail in the final

chapter, demonstrated this when his textile company was

nearly destroyed by fire. He decided to risk his entire fortune

to keep his employees on the payroll while he restructured the

company, and all but saved the town of Lawrence, Massachu-

setts, in the process. Later he enjoyed substantial satisfaction
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from knowing he made a courageous moral choice, but as a

side benefit he also enjoyed significant financial payoffs as

well.

It appears that Jesus may have been suggesting that money

should not be a primary focus, even though he was con-

fronted on a monetary issue. His greater concern in this

lesson, giving to God what is God’s, is not money. Perhaps he

is indirectly saying that money is a human creation that, while

it is quite functional, as often as not seems to produce more

unethical immoral behavior than any good it produces. But as

people like Feuerstein have found, ethical behavior can foster

financial benefits.

And although some students have accused Professor

Jennings of preaching Judeo-Christian values, she argues that

her curriculum is based more on simple financial math. She

attempts to show students that if they use shaky business prac-

tices, they will suffer. “Every time someone makes a poor value

choice . . . there are severe consequences for the company, for

the individual involved,” she points out.6 While the primary

damage may be to personal integrity, among the negative out-

comes she identifies are loss of career and financial setbacks.

Indeed, being ethical may prescribe less of a focus on money

and more of a focus on honesty and the welfare of people, but

the ultimate payoffs may well include financial ones.

In summary, Jesus says to give to the emperor what is the

emperor’s, but he does not direct that the emperor should be

given the people’s morality or dignity. Similarly, in our work

lives we are challenged to give to our organizations only what

is right for them to expect. It is not reasonable for our organi-
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zations to expect unethical or immoral acts from us. We

should not be expected to deceive or cheat our customers or

clients. We should not be expected to violate the law. We

should not be expected to mistreat employees in order to

squeeze out more productivity or cut costs. People should be

treated with dignity and not as though they were unfeeling

machines subject to the whims of a larger bureaucracy for

which they work. Jesus’ lesson suggests that we should give to

our sources of authority that which is theirs to expect, but we

should conduct ourselves with the moral dignity that is

bestowed upon us as human beings. As leaders we are called

to act with integrity and to expect no less from those we lead.



46 Clean the Mirror Image

True leaders act with integrity and 

expect their followers to do the same.
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Let Your Light Shine

You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot

be hid. No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel

basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the

house. In the same way, let your light shine before others.

(Matt. 5: 14–16)

The first section of this book has focused on lessons from

Jesus that are primarily concerned with how we live our

lives—how we lead ourselves. It is appropriate to close by

addressing the lessons that others can learn from observing

our example. In fact, the heart of leadership, in many cases,

is the model that is provided by the leader. People pay a

great deal of attention to what leaders do, how they live, and

how they treat others.

This is a tremendous responsibility. Acting in shortsighted,

self-serving, unethical ways will surely sabotage any attempt at

positive leadership. Conversely, the visibility of leadership is a
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tremendous opportunity. We can project and amplify our pos-

itive leadership through our lives. We must walk our talk. 

I personally have found this idea to be a constant chal-

lenge in my roles as college professor, as consultant, and per-

haps most of all, as parent. When I extol the virtues of

empowering others to my students and clients, I realize I must

constantly strive to empower them. When I am asked ques-

tions that I know they need to answer (such as “What per-

sonal challenge should my class self-leadership project

address?”) I fight back my desire to provide the answer that

my own ego and opinion urges me to proclaim and instead

encourage them to decide for themselves. When I try to teach

my kids moral principles and values, I am painfully conscious

of my obligation to demonstrate ethical action in my own

choices. When I am tempted to ignore the error the restaurant

finally makes in my favor on my bill, I point out the mistake

to the cashier and emphasize the importance of such honest

choices to my kids. 

We are indeed like lamps that need to be kept clean and

cared for if we are to shine clearly and effectively. All of the

other lessons in this section culminate in this powerful reality.

Jesus challenges leaders to “let your light shine before others.” He

points out that we should not hide our example, and he

implies that we should keep it constructive and healthy.

It is also important that we keep our actions consistent

with our words—again, that we walk our talk. Jesus had the

following to say about this issue:
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A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, “Son, go

and work in the vineyard today.” He answered, “I will not”;

but later he changed his mind and went. The father went to

the second and said the same; and he answered, “I go, Sir”;

but he did not go. Which of the two did the will of the

father? (Matt. 21: 28–31) 

Clearly it is not enough to say the right words. We need to act

on them and live them ourselves. To do otherwise is like

deflecting and distorting a light. It is unclear where it is shin-

ing and what path it is lighting.

Of course one of the biggest problems with acting incon-

sistently with our words is that it creates distrust. How can

people trust our message and positively respond to our lead-

ership if they can’t believe what we say? This idea is so basic

and simple, yet so potent. Openness and honesty provide a

solid foundation for leadership that enables others to give

confidence and commitment to the leader.

A dramatic case illustrating these ideas is provided by

Ricardo Semler, CEO of the Brazilian equipment producer

Semco. After experiencing significant stress and health prob-

lems, and after realizing that he had unmotivated employees

due to his hard-driving disciplinarian leadership, Semler

committed to an empowering style that brought out the self-

leadership in others. First, he focused on getting his own act

together: he reorganized himself before he reorganized his

company. He slowed down and reduced his work hours. He
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cut back his eighteen-hour work days and began to let others

experience commitment to and psychological ownership of

the company. He completely changed his management style;

empowerment and delegation became his leadership banners. 

Semler espoused employee empowerment and took

action to create it. He removed nine layers of management. He

largely delegated his decision-making authority by letting

workers do things like set their own hours, vote on all major

company decisions, and in some cases even set their own

salaries. Recognizing that status-conscious managers and

existing hierarchy were the biggest obstacles to participatory

management, he focused on getting managers out of the way

of democratic decision making. Managers were not hired or

promoted until all their future subordinates approved. Twice

a year subordinates evaluated managers and all employees

evaluated the company’s credibility and top management.1

Semler’s workforce trusted his leadership because he

backed up his words with his behavior. Semler paints a strik-

ing picture when he describes in his own words the environ-

ment provided for his workforce, which he holds in high

regard and views as being very responsible. “Employees can

paint the walls any color they like. They can come to work

whenever they decide. They can wear whatever clothing makes

them comfortable. They can do whatever the hell they want.

It’s up to them to see the connection between productivity and

profit and to act on it.”2 He let his own light shine as the cen-

tral pillar of his leadership, and his company responded with
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performance (for example, a 600 percent increase in sales),

loyalty, and trust. In the words of one of the workers, Semco

“became a paradise to work in. Nobody wants to leave.”3

As always, Jesus provides a formidable challenge. He says,

“You are the light of the world. . . . It gives light to all in the house.”

And we are left with some questions that we need to answer:

What kind of light will we provide? (Will it be moral and

compassionate?) Who is in the house? (What people need us

to light the way?) Where will the light lead from this time for-

ward? (What kind of leadership will our lives demonstrate?)

These are good questions for a leader to ponder. The primary

lesson is that as leaders our light is always shining and it

cannot be hidden under a basket. This lesson is true whether

we choose to acknowledge it or not. Doing our best ostrich

imitation by hiding our heads in the sand (or under a basket)

does not make our leadership light go away.

Sometimes life provides learning opportunities through

some of the most unlikely sources. When our very large

family cat is in a playful mood, she will sometimes run to a

chair or sofa and push her head underneath, apparently

assuming that she is then well hidden. Her large furry body,

with her sizable rear end dominating the scene, is in full

comical view for all to see. Indeed, leaders cannot hide their

choices and actions for long, if at all. They, too, tend only to

display a rather large rear end when they try. The fact that a

leader’s light does shine for all to see is at once the tremen-

dous opportunity and the burden of being a leader. 
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Effective leaders let their light serve 

as a beacon that leads followers 

to their own best light.
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Lead Others 
with Compassion

Above all else, effective leadership

requires compassion. When flawed 

human beings begin to lead other

flawed human beings, compassion is the

only dependable leadership ingredient

that flows from real wisdom.
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Stones Under Glass

The scribes and the pharisees brought a woman who had

been caught in adultery; and making her stand before all of

them, they said to him, “Teacher, this woman was caught in

the very act of committing adultery. Now in the law Moses

commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you

say?” They said this to test him, so that they might have

some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and

wrote with his finger on the ground. When they kept on

questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let

anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a

stone at her.” And once again he bent down and wrote on

the ground. When they heard it, they went away, one by

one, beginning with the elders; and Jesus was left alone 

with the woman standing before him. Jesus straightened up

and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one 

condemned you?” She said, “No one, sir.” And Jesus said,

“Neither do I condemn you.” (John 11: 3–10)

55
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This fascinating account consists of several interconnected

components that paint a challenging picture for aspiring lead-

ers. First, it makes it clear that there was no question about the

occurrence of the condemned action:“This woman was caught

in the very act.” So the offense is not in doubt; it happened.

Second, the law of Moses commanded stoning such a woman.

The punishment was clear, but Jesus didn’t buy it. Never-

theless, Jesus does not tell the people what to do. Instead he

bends down and doodles on the ground in silence, leaving

them to ponder the situation themselves. When they keep

questioning him, instead of subjecting them to any proactive

preaching, Jesus finally challenges them to examine them-

selves and make their own decision. He essentially says, “If

you haven’t sinned (made mistakes) yourself, then go ahead

and stone her.” 

In this way Jesus empowers the scribes and pharisees to

lead themselves. No direct command or control is used.

They are ready to condemn the woman legalistically without

question. They pause only to use the situation to test Jesus,

and he turns the tables by challenging them to think for

themselves (to examine their judgment). As the people lead

themselves away one by one, Jesus remains bent down, writ-

ing on the ground.

I have witnessed many good, empowering leaders facilitate

the same kind of process, though perhaps less skillfully. The

empowerment of employees is rarely helped much by solving

problems and providing answers for them. They must learn to

do this for themselves—that is, to be their own leaders. 

In this passage Jesus challenges us to be at once com-
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passionate with others and honest with ourselves. It may be

embarrassing for us to admit, but it seems to be a natural

human tendency to find in ourselves a sense of self-right-

eousness relative to the mistakes and failures of others.

There is at least a little piece of all of us that is reassured

when others seem more flawed than we are. Obviously this

is one of the more negative features of being a human being

and should be confronted and controlled to the best of our

ability. 

I believe that the lesson Jesus teaches goes much deeper

than this, however. Often we can consciously or uncon-

sciously contribute to the downfall of others. A primary way

we do this is by condemning people for their imperfect

humanness. This can be done with a verbal criticism, a with-

drawal of support and loyalty when it is most needed—

though perhaps least deserved—or even a small self-

congratulatory smile for clearly having the upper hand at the

moment. It is not enough simply to stay out of the public

stoning of people who have stumbled. Jesus models an act of

assertive compassion. He takes a stand to help others get back

on their feet so that they can correct their mistakes, make

amends, or at least keep stumbling along until they get it right.

Accepting and supporting others takes discipline and

effort at times, especially when they have openly failed in

some way. When a mob is gathered around for a public exe-

cution, it is hard not to get sucked into their frenzy. But Jesus

leads us to look deeper, to search for the value and worth of

every person, despite what they have done. This is not to say

that consequences should not be suffered by those who have
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openly wronged others or been clearly unethical. But in many

cases the obsession with accountability and punishment has

been overdone.

I once had a wild limousine service van ride to an airport

during a consulting trip. I hung on tightly as I was almost

thrown from my seat several times while listening to the

driver continually mumble about being late. Finally I asked

him about his problem. I learned that his company’s control

system includes a three-day suspension without pay for being

late for a pickup. The same penalty is assessed for an accident,

regardless of who is to blame and how minor it is. As the

driver attempted to make a left turn, he was forced to wait for

some slow pedestrians. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat

and explained that if he hit a pedestrian, “that’s twelve penalty

points, which is an automatic five-day suspension without

pay.” As I pressed hard with my foot on my imaginary pas-

senger-side brake, I couldn’t help feeling that the safety of the

pedestrians might hang on the extra two-day penalty. While

this example is a bit extreme, my experience and research have

convinced me that organizations too often sacrifice employee

commitment and customer service for employee control and

compliance.

Conversely, sometimes failures are treated as positive

learning experiences. The actions of a general manager of a

small foundry owned by a large American automobile corpo-

ration is a case in point. He had recently implemented an ori-

entation procedure to introduce new employees to the

machinery they would operate. One day an employee

reported to his office to explain a mistake he had made that
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had significantly damaged his machine and would result in

extended and costly production downtime. His machine had

malfunctioned during an unusually busy time in the plant,

when no one was available to help him. In attempting to fix

the problem on his own he had improperly grounded the

electrical wiring, which resulted in the damage. The manager

had personally gone over the proper procedure with the

employee during orientation, but the employee had improp-

erly performed an important step. 

After explaining what had happened, the employee

braced himself for the punishment he expected would surely

follow. Instead the general manager simply asked if the

employee understood why the problem had occurred and if

he remembered going over the proper grounding procedure

during the orientation. The employee answered yes to both

questions and admitted he had forgotten and made a mistake.

The general manager pointed out the safety reasons for the

procedure and suggested that the employee go over the pro-

cedure again with a senior electrician.

The employee looked puzzled as he began to leave and

stopped to ask, “Aren’t you going to chew me out?” 

The general manager responded, “No. I could do it if it

would make you feel better, but I chew people out when they

don’t take initiative, not when they do. Do you plan on

making the mistake again?”

“No way!” the employee responded emphatically. “Now I

know what I did wrong, and I won’t do that again!”

This general manager made a point of leading in a way

that encouraged employee initiative, skill development, and
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self-leadership. Over time, with many similar leadership

actions, he created a culture of effective employee self-leader-

ship, and innovation and productivity continually increased

while he was general manager. 

Most people are hard on themselves when they screw up

and don’t need our help in inflicting punishment. And a very

wide range of failures are simply the honest mistakes of

imperfect human beings who are trying the best they can.

Attacks and destructive behaviors that are leveled at others

usually accomplish little more than driving them deeper into

the self-destructive quicksand into which they have fallen.

Jesus challenges us to examine ourselves carefully. He leads

us to the mirror once again for a sincere self-appraisal. A well-

known saying warns that “people who live in glass houses

shouldn’t throw stones.” The fact is, we all live in glass houses.

They vary in thickness, but they are all glass nevertheless. The

stones can quickly come flying our way when we encounter

our many inevitable mistakes, screwups, and failures. Jesus

said, “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to

throw a stone.” The passage goes on to say, “When they heard it,

they went away, one by one.” Probably one of the most difficult

but kindest things we can do for ourselves and the world is to

conduct such a penetrating self-examination regularly, espe-

cially when we are tempted to condemn someone else.

Some time ago I ran across an interesting tool to help with

this process. It was a little stone glued to a piece of paper on

which was printed Jesus’ reminder that those who are without

sin should throw the first stone. For a while I even carried the

little stone in my pocket each day. I found myself reaching for
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it whenever I felt an attack of condemnation coming on. It

would probably be a very helpful tool for all of us to keep

such a stone handy, in our pocket or on our desk or wherever

it would be obtrusive enough to serve as a healthy reminder.

Maybe we should all keep a centerpiece in a prominent

location in our workplace (and home). I envision this center-

piece consisting of a beautiful serving plate or tray covered by

an attractive sparkling dome of glass such as we might find at

the finest restaurants. Under the glass would simply be a

stone, perfect for throwing. A stone under glass: the perfect

meal for the mind and spirit of an effective leader.
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Wise leaders recognize that 

we all live in glass houses, and 

substitute compassion for stones.
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Love Your Friends 

and Your Enemies

You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, love 

your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that

you may be children of your father in heaven; for he makes

his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on

the righteous and the unrighteous. For if you love those who

love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax 

collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers

and sisters, what more are you doing than others?

(Matt. 5: 43–47)

Once again, Jesus’ teaching poses a tremendous challenge. In

addressing the centerpiece of his entire message—love—he

teaches that we should offer this precious gift to everyone,

even those we cannot imagine loving. Here Jesus is preaching

a serious lesson about love that is in stark contrast to the friv-

olous way that love is frequently treated in our culture. Too
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often, love is viewed as an everyday commodity that can be

bartered and consumed in our pursuit of wants and pleasures.

A kind of caricature of this idea is provided by a popular

beer commercial from a few years ago that features a man who

apparently above all else wants the advertised brand of beer.

He tries a number of strategies to get what he wants, but when

all else fails he resorts to those ultimate words. He simply says,

with much hyperbolic emotion, “I love you, man.” Few com-

mercials seem to have struck such a positive cord with the

public. I believe this reaction is due, at least in part, to our

embarrassed recognition that love has become something we

all too often withhold and use in exchange for receiving some-

thing in return. It is a funny commercial and a lot of its success

is due to the comic nonverbal behavior of the beer-seeking

actor. Nevertheless, the words he uses are among the most

powerful that any of us will ever hear—“I love you.” Perhaps

the use of those powerful words to weasel out of another

person something as ordinary as a beer creates such a striking

contrast that it is hard not to laugh at the contradiction. 

In this lesson, however, Jesus challenges us to embrace an

even more dramatic contradiction. In fact, the contrast is so

great that it moves well beyond the level of humor to that of

the proverbial whack on the head with a two-by-four. He

directs us to love not only our friends and neighbors but our

enemies as well. Perhaps if he had used the word tolerate, or

even told us to “like” our enemies, it wouldn’t be so difficult

to take in. But he says if we love only those who treat us well,

we are no better than tax collectors (a group that in his day

was at the bottom of the heap, and I’m sure that many will
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want to point out that they’re not all that popular today

either).

Why would Jesus instruct us to do something that seems

so unnatural, that seems almost impossible to do sincerely?

Some people might be able to force themselves, as an act of

self-righteous sacrifice, to behave as though they cared about

an enemy, but to really love a true enemy—that just seems like

too much to expect. However, Jesus did offer some clues as to

why this is such an important, though seemingly very odd

goal to pursue. One piece of advice in particular sheds some

light on the challenge of this lesson. He said,

Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on

the way to court with him, or your accuser may hand you

over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you will

be thrown into prison. Truly I tell you, you will never get 

out until you have paid the last penny. (Matt. 5: 25–26) 

Ironically, following Jesus’ prescriptions very often ends up

benefiting us, even when they outwardly appear to be focused

on benefiting others. In this case, he teaches that we should

settle with our enemies so they won’t attack us later—straight-

forward and sensible advice indeed.

A consultant colleague of mine learned this lesson while

guiding an organization to change its warehouse operations

from a traditional management structure to empowered work

teams. Initially several middle managers felt threatened by

the pending change and resented the consultant’s input. One

manager in particular became openly hostile. He believed
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that the new system threatened his standing in the com-

pany—that he could lose his job. Consequently, he vocally

opposed the change and even confronted the consultant,

claiming that the new work system would benefit only the

consultant. When the change to teams was approved by

upper management, the manager reacted by throwing his cig-

arette lighter across the room.

Clearly the consultant had reason to dislike this manager

and even to hope that he would be dismissed from the com-

pany. But instead he tried to reassure the manager and com-

municate how the system could benefit him. He worked to

insulate the manager from upper management and to ensure

that the new system was approved without threatening his

job. Eventually the hostile manager came around. He became

a strong supporter of the new system and made several con-

tributions to help the teams succeed. He was particularly

instrumental in helping to develop a new language for the

team managers’ new roles as facilitators. He was awarded the

nickname Wordman by his colleagues to acknowledge his con-

tributions. He even publicly apologized to the consultant for

his earlier behavior. He essentially changed from an enemy

into a strong ally for the consultant.1

But there is much more to this lesson than a call to build

better external relationships with difficult others. In fact, the

realization that we often turn out to be our own worst enemy

is a common experience that has contributed to conventional

wisdom. If we focus on fighting, perhaps even hating, those

who cause us problems, we create some very serious problems

for our own health, well-being, and quality of life. Significant
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evidence has been found that supportive and loving relation-

ships are very important for our mental and physical health.

Even expressing and receiving affection from a pet can have

significant benefits. Obviously, actively feuding with others is

directly contradictory to the way this knowledge suggests we

should behave for our own good. In addition, when we hold

resentment toward others, in a very real sense we are more

intimately bound to them than if we forgive and forget.

Frustration and resentment will tend to fester as we resist let-

ting go of wrongs that others have done to us in the past. 

This does not imply that we should just continue to let

others abuse us, but it does suggest that we should let the past

go. Harboring resentment eats away at our insides and keeps

us focused on the person whom we least want to focus on. We

tend to be preoccupied with thoughts of how badly specific

individuals have affected us. Consequently, those persons

tend to become the center of our mental world. Ironically, the

very persons whom we don’t want to have anything to do with

haunt us and become a greater focus than those we really do

love and care about. In a sense we join our antagonizers in

harming ourselves. Our negative thinking attacks us from the

inside.

Conversely, by learning to love even those we consider to

be our enemies, not only are we freed from being bound to

the object of our inner frustration but we are also able to

create yet one more source of positive support and joy in our

lives. In essence, by expressing love toward our opponents,

we create the conditions that may turn antagonists into col-

leagues. This, it would seem, is a powerful act of self-serving
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love. A major theme of this book is how we can empower

others to lead themselves. By finding the patience and com-

passion to help difficult people grow in ways they are capa-

ble of, we end up serving ourselves as well as those we are

helping to become empowered.

I have enjoyed the benefits of this wise approach many

times in my life. At times I have been warned about new or

current bosses, colleagues, subordinates, clients, or students.

Other times, without having to be warned I have seen the cyn-

ical attitudes or difficult behavior of people with whom I have

interacted. Nearly without exception I have found that if I

resist the temptation to reject these people and withdraw from

them and instead try to persist in my attempts to build posi-

tive, mutually supportive relationships, I am pleasantly sur-

prised at the results. Many of my best relational experiences

have resulted from working at building friendships and part-

nerships with people I have thought, or was told, were diffi-

cult. Now when I am warned to avoid someone, I become

curious and hopeful; I wonder if it will turn out to be another

opportunity to help someone else and myself to have a posi-

tive interpersonal experience. I also sincerely hope that others

will do the same with me when I come across as difficult.

The world consists of all kinds of people. Some of these

people are bound to clash with us—to have conflicting values,

motives, and goals. Nevertheless, they are a real part of our

world. I was once given the wise advice that we should seek out

those people we dislike because they can reveal something

about ourselves. That is, they may reflect, like a living mirror,
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some aspect of ourselves that we don’t like or with which we

are uncomfortable. As a consequence of this advice, in the

spirit of learning I have sought out people I am uncomfortable

with to engage in a meal or conversation. I have found this to

be a very enlightening and worthwhile activity. More often

than not I end up finding a lot to like about these persons. 

By searching for common ground with the people we

work and live with, we help to build a better life for ourselves

in our jobs and personal lives. Similarly, if we help others to

find themselves, to become less frustrated and more fulfilled

in their own lives, they are likely to find the personal empow-

erment they need to become a better person. We may even

discover that we have been more of an enemy to them than

they have been to us.

Perhaps Jesus was trying to teach us that as we love others,

especially those we least want to love, we are loving ourselves

as well. And for leaders who sincerely want to influence posi-

tively all those with whom they come into contact, the idea of

love is a powerful source of wisdom. Asking the question, Is

my leadership in this situation consistent with the ideal of

expressing real love for the greatest benefit of those I lead? is 

perhaps the ultimate guide for effective leadership. This is

especially true, it would seem, when we lead people we don’t

particularly like. Ultimately, the wise leadership to which this

kind of thinking guides us is an act of compassionate self-

leadership for our own benefit. Maybe the reason Will Rogers

never met a man he didn’t like is because he sincerely loved

himself.
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True leadership is founded on 

expressing love for the greatest 

benefit of all involved.

NOTE
1. For a more detailed account of this case see Charles C. Manz,

David E. Keating, and Anne Donnellon, “Preparing for an
Organizational Change to Employee Self-Management: The
Managerial Transition,” Organizational Dynamics, 1990, 19,
pp. 15–26.
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The Golden Rule 

and Beyond

In everything do to others as you would have them do to you.

(Matt. 7:12)

The Golden Rule is probably the most powerful human rela-

tions strategy in the history of the world. And although it has

been around for thousands of years and was prescribed by

such spiritual leaders as Confucius and the Buddha well

before Jesus prescribed it, it is still a sound principle today. Its

practice can indeed produce valuable, golden results. The aim

of treating people as we would like to be treated is to honor

others as inherently valuable (spiritual) beings, as miraculous

unique creations, no matter how seemingly imperfect and

unworthy they are in their humanity. Each person is one of a

kind; there are no duplicates.

Think for a moment about the ways you have been treated

by various authority figures throughout your life. I suspect

that you will recognize the simple fact that when you were
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treated disrespectfully, as an unworthy person of little value,

not only did your view of yourself suffer but so did your view

of the leader. The leaders for whom you were willing to go the

extra mile were likely the ones that went an extra mile for you,

the ones who believed in you even when you screwed up, the

ones who recognized your great potential, your full value as a

unique person.

Southwest Airlines Executive Chairman of the Board and

former CEO Herb Kelleher openly demonstrated a willingness

to go the extra mile for Southwest employees. He made it a

priority to learn their names and to chip in and work along-

side them when the situation demanded his help. He was

observed lugging baggage and greeting customers in an Easter

Bunny costume. He repeatedly demonstrated a truly excep-

tional level of caring and compassion for his employees, and

his employees responded in kind. Perhaps the most dramatic

example of their commitment to their beloved leader oc-

curred when they pooled their own money and ran a $60,000

ad in USA Today recognizing him on Bosses Day. In the ad

they thanked Kelleher for being a friend, not just a boss.

The way you treat others can become self-fulfilling. As a

leader you will usually find what you look for in others; they

will live up or down to your expectations. The Golden Rule

challenges us to give others the same chance, the same respect

that we wish to receive. A great deal of research has confirmed

the power of the Pygmalion (self-fulfilling prophecy) effect.

Perhaps the most famous of this research was conducted in

the classroom by Harvard psychologists Robert Rosenthal and

Lenore Jacobson.1 They randomly labeled students as either
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bright or slow, based on fictitious IQ scores. When teachers

were told which students were the brightest and the best (even

though the designation was actually made randomly), the

teachers treated the “special” students specially. They asked

them more questions, waited longer for their answers, and

generally paid more attention to these students. As a conse-

quence these students actually became the better students—

the special ones. Imagine what would happen if all students

were treated as special? Imagine if we treated all of our fol-

lowers and co-workers—in fact, everyone—as though they

were special (which they are), just as we would like to be

treated (because we’re special too)?

Jesus did indeed advocate the Golden Rule, but he went

even further. He suggested that we should treat people well, as

we would like to be treated, even when they don’t deserve it,

and even when they act in ways that are harmful to us. He

went so far as to suggest that if they attack us (strike us on the

cheek) we should not fight back but allow them to attack

(turn the other cheek). “If anyone strikes you on the right cheek,

turn the other also” (Matt. 5: 39). This passive but powerful

approach has withstood the test of time, resurfacing in dra-

matic passages of history, such as in the teaching of Mahatma

Gandhi. His similar philosophy, many years later, resulted in

a tremendous revolutionary shift of power that changed the

shape of India forever.

In the end, Jesus went far beyond any normal interpreta-

tion of the Golden Rule. He sacrificed his very life for others—

an act that is beyond our ordinary comprehension of what the

Golden Rule means for our daily lives. Nevertheless, living
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and leading according to the Golden Rule at a more modest

level offers us the potential to reap some very powerful results. 

During a question-and-answer period that followed one

of my leadership speeches I heard a rather amazing true story

that, although based on a mistake, follows in this same vein.

A school administrator spoke up and shared from her per-

sonal experience. She had come up with the idea of sending a

letter of commendation to the parents or guardian of any stu-

dent in her school who had received at least three outstanding

scores in conduct the previous semester. It sounded like a

great idea to everyone present—that is, until she told us the

rest of the story. It turns out that her assistant got 

the list of outstanding students mixed up with another list. By

accident the assistant also picked up a list of students whose

conduct was so bad that they were targeted for removal and

placement in reform school. The letters were sent to the fam-

ilies of the students on both lists. What do you think hap-

pened? You guessed it. All of the students on the reform

school list earned their way onto the outstanding list the next

semester. For many of them this was the first time they had

received so much attention, the first time they had been

treated as though they were special. As a consequence they

became special; they lived up to the treatment they had

received.

The important lesson to learn from the story is not that we

should reward people for behaving badly. It does suggest,

however, that we should give others the benefit of the doubt,

just as we would like it to be given to us, and more. A little
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empathy can go a long way. How would we feel if we were in

the other person’s shoes? How would we like to be treated?

How should we respond to any situation when we follow the

principle, “In everything do to others as you would have them do

to you”? When you act according to this principle, you may

well find that a powerful alchemy is unleashed in you and in

the recipient of your actions. And the results can be even more

valuable than gold.

The Golden Rule is a 

priceless guide for leadership.

NOTE
1. Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson, Pygmalion in the Classroom:

Teacher Expectations and Pupils’ Intellectual Development (New York:
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1968).
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Put the Gavel Away

Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn,

and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be 

forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. A good measure,

pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into

your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you

get back. (Luke 6: 37–38)

Earlier we reviewed the story of the woman caught in adultery.

When she was brought to Jesus as a test to see if he would con-

demn her, he simply challenged her accusers by saying that

whoever among them was without sin should throw the first

stone. Because none of them had lived a perfect life, had never

wronged someone else or made other mistakes, none of them

met Jesus’ criterion. As human beings it was impossible. So

one by one they crept away. 

In the passage introduced here, the message is carried

even further. First a warning is provided. If we do not want to

be judged, we should not judge others. If we do not want 
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to be condemned, we should not condemn. This is a very

important lesson that appears to be easily forgotten. When

other people make mistakes, and especially when we must

share some of the negative consequences, it is very easy to

judge and condemn them. After all, their carelessness, poor

judgment, bad motives, or whatever we believe caused them

to screw up makes our critical attitude seem justified. Of

course there is a high likelihood that we are misreading the

situation, but in our minds we are likely to ask, Why should-

n’t we judge and condemn them if they deserve it?

Jesus’ simple answer is that if we do judge and condemn

others, we too will be judged and condemned. I witnessed an

example of this phenomenon when working with a large U.S.

department store company; the essence of what occurred,

with names changed for confidentiality, follows. 

Bill, a new assistant buyer, was surprised at how judg-

mental and critical his boss, Tom, had been toward him in the

first couple of months of his new job. It seemed that even

when Bill did his job well, Tom found something to criticize.

For example, when another employee left the company, Bill

was assigned responsibility for the product area that this

employee had been managing. When data came out showing

that under Bill sales had improved by 70 percent over the pre-

vious year, instead of receiving praise he was vigorously

chewed out because a small amount of inventory had been

misplaced (it had been taken and used for advertising pho-

tographs without Bill’s knowledge or permission).

When Bill and Tom met with the division manager to

begin the annual department planning process, the tables
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were turned. The division manager was very critical of Tom

and the way the department was being managed. At one point

the harsh judgment and criticism continued unabated for five

minutes. 

Then, when Tom and Bill and the division manager

reported to the group vice president for the next stage of the

planning process, the pattern continued. The vice president

was very critical of the division manager and the way the divi-

sion was being managed. Ultimately he proclaimed that the

president would tear the division manager apart when they

met for the final stage of the annual planning process.

Apparently he wasn’t aware of Jesus’ warning that you should

not judge or you will be judged, but that’s exactly what hap-

pened. At one point in the next meeting, the president was so

harsh in his comments that Bill couldn’t help feeling sorry

and embarrassed for the vice president. “Didn’t you tell them

to address the impact of our new strategic plan on their

departments?” the president barked. “How in the hell do you

expect us to make a profit if you don’t manage your people?”

The reality is that we are all flawed human beings. We may

have our more noble, praiseworthy moments, but inevitably

we will fall on our faces. Even when we seem to be getting our

act together, we can depend on the fact that it won’t last for-

ever. Throughout my life, especially when I was a youth, I have

struggled with the reality that even our most exemplary heroes

have days when they become the dunce, the doofus. World-

class athletes, exemplary politicians (there are some), out-

standing teachers, philanthropists, inspirational speakers,

religious leaders, and countless others have their bad days.



80 Lead Others with Compassion

Sometimes they have really bad days, but don’t we all? The

reality is that everyone—there are no exceptions to this—will

let others down, will blow it some of the time. And when our

turn comes you can bet that those with the greatest desire to

lead the lynch mob will be the very ones we were condemn-

ing and ready to lynch when it was their turn. As the saying

goes, what goes around comes around.

Sadly, many leaders have had to learn this lesson the hard

way. Richard Snyder, former CEO of Simon & Schuster, is a

case in point. His leadership was commonly described as a

reign of fear and intimidation. When Newsweek interviewed

his employees, they found he was “loathed as a boss.” Words

used to describe his leadership included intimidation, fear,

erratic, demanding, and imperious. Reportedly he was prone to

firing employees he rode with on an elevator. Many employ-

ees got the message and declined to enter an elevator with

him; Snyder liked it that way. When Viacom acquired

Paramount, the parent company of Simon & Schuster, Snyder

ended up being fired by Frank Biondi Jr., president of Viacom,

because of his leadership style and the impact it was having

on his employees.1 What goes around comes around indeed. 

Another negative result that can be created by too much

judging is that problems are driven underground. No one

wants to be a messenger bearing bad news to a judgmental

leader. Remember the limousine service van driver I talked

about in the chapter “Stones Under Glass”? He was well aware

of this problem. After describing his organization’s punitive

control system, he gave me a short lecture on the problems

with American businesses. He pointed out, “The right hand
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doesn’t know what the left hand is doing; management and

workers don’t work together. Often a problem will continue

for weeks in U.S. companies because workers don’t tell man-

agement about it. Why should they, if they think management

is just out to screw them? They just kick us in the rear.” This

driver described a situation that is all too true for leaders and

organizations that rely on judgment and punishment. 

In addition, when we judge and condemn others, espe-

cially when we get particularly worked up and indignant, the

negativity can eat away at us. To combat this kind of self-

destructive process, Jon Kabat-Zinn founded and became

director of the Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of

Massachusetts Medical Center, which has done extensive work

on the healthful benefits of practicing mindfulness medita-

tion. An ancient Buddhist practice, mindfulness can be

applied to help us wake up from automatic and unconscious

living and enjoy a more healthy, fully conscious lifestyle.2 An

essential ingredient of this approach is to eliminate the con-

stant tendency to judge everything and everyone, a practice

that can dominate and weigh down the mind. Kabat-Zinn

likens the tendency to judge with carrying around a suitcase of

rocks on your head. He suggests that it feels wonderful when

we stop judging, when we finally put the rocks down, and

instead let each moment be just as it is. He describes this kind

of letting go—or perhaps more accurately, letting be—as true

liberation. 

Sometimes it is tempting to try to feel good by condemn-

ing someone who is down and out because of their own fail-

ures. We may feel a strong pull to celebrate how superior we



82 Lead Others with Compassion

are by hazing them when they have stumbled and can’t defend

themselves particularly well, but there is something poisonous

about this. That poison is released in ourselves as well as on

the other person. Guilt and negativity, stemming from a deep

realization that we have no business condemning others when

we have such great shortcomings ourselves, are not healthy

properties to unleash. Our mind can become so preoccupied

with judging that there is little room for anything else. 

Eventually this judgmental attitude will likely even target

ourselves. We become so good at looking for the flaws, the

unworthiness in everyone and everything, that we are likely to

see all too clearly our own failings and to set in motion a

process of self-condemnation. When the habit of judging and

condemning is well developed, we have indeed established a

“mindless” self-defeating mental world in which to live and in

which the harm we do to ourselves is at least as great as that

we heap upon others.

Remember that Jesus also pointed out the benefits of for-

giving instead of judging or condemning. Perhaps there is no

better way to win loyal support than to forgive someone, and

ironically this is especially true when they deserve our for-

giveness the least. Of course Jesus is not arguing that we

should forgive in order to get something in return, but we will

receive a great deal if we do it sincerely. He is describing a nat-

ural process. We are human, too, and consequently we need a

wide margin of tolerance and forgiveness ourselves. Forgive

others and you will receive forgiveness. Give to others and you

will be given to in large amounts (in fact, in huge, running-

over measure), Jesus says.
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Interestingly, a recent popular prescription, offered by a

number of self-help authors and speakers (Zig Ziglar, for

example) is that we should try to help people get what they

need if we want to get what we need. This message is very con-

sistent with a key part of the passage from Luke 6: “for the

measure you give will be the measure you get back.” That is, the

very act of serving others can set in motion the dynamics that

can assure that we will get all that we want. If we offer the best

service to clients that enables them to get what they need, our

services will be in great demand and we will prosper. If we

consistently help others solve their troubling problems, we

can feel confident that our position will be safe, that we will

have security in what we do. If we are generous with others,

including sharing our forgiveness when they need it, we will

be treated generously and be forgiven ourselves. 

While we may find exceptions to these statements in

specific cases, for the most part they describe true relation-

ships over time because others will tend to treat us better and

we will treat ourselves better when we make a habit of forgiv-

ing rather than condemning. In other words, don’t be quick to

judge others. That will only create hate and judgment toward

you. Instead, sincerely help others to improve and succeed. As

a result not only will you be able to survive failure without

condemnation, but you will also enjoy high regard, support,

and prosperity. This is the simple lesson Jesus seems to be

teaching.
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Forgiveness, not condemnation, 

will affirm followers and 

create a friendly surface for leaders 

to fall on when they stumble.

NOTES
1. For more information on this case see Meg Cox 

and Johnie L. Roberts, “How the Despotic Boss of 
Simon & Schuster Found Himself Jobless,” The Wall 
Street Journal, July 6, 1994, pp. A7, A9; Michael Meyer 
and Nancy Hass, “Simon Says ‘Out!’” Newsweek,
June 27, 1994, pp. 42–44; and Henry P. Sims Jr. and 
Charles C. Manz, Company of Heroes (New York:
Wiley, 1996), p. 27.

2. Jon Kabat-Zinn, Wherever You Go, There You Are: Mindfulness
Meditation in Everyday Life (New York: Hyperion, 1994), p. 3.
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Gather the Lost Sheep

What do you think? If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and

one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-

nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went

astray? And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he rejoices over it

more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray.

(Matt. 18: 12–13)

A hard lesson is presented here. In this time of downsizing,

rightsizing, reengineering, or whatever other labels are often

used to identify and justify massive employee layoffs, Jesus’

challenge that not one person be willingly forfeited is a strik-

ing contrast. In fact, Jesus argues that the one person who is

found, helped, and supported is of greater importance than

all the others who were kept safely in the fold all along. This

is hard mental medicine. It flies in the face of the rationale

that says that losing a few people in order to keep the ship

afloat (to keep the organization solvent) is a justified act. Jesus

85
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proclaims that every last person is priceless and deserving of

great celebration.

This raises a great challenge for leadership. Shouldn’t a

leader be able to maintain an objective, cold, rational view, at

least some of the time, in order to realize good business

sense? (Or should she attempt to retain all employees even if

it means making huge sacrifices?) Shouldn’t a leader be able

to make hard rational decisions in order to compete in a

global economy and society? (Or should compassion and

caring be his primary guides?) Aren’t people sometimes

expendable in the rages of economic war, as are so many sol-

diers in battles that are waged to serve a just cause? (Or is

every person so valuable that everything possible should be

done to save everyone?)  Aren’t individual players of little or

no significance in the wider scheme of things? Aren’t people

really expendable in order to implement the master strategy,

to reach the ultimate goal? Jesus demurs.

In fact, Jesus even emphasized the same point with a fur-

ther illustration: 

Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of

them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house and search

carefully until she finds it? When she has found it, she 

calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, “Rejoice

with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.”

(Luke 15: 8–9)

Even though in these stories Jesus talks about sheep and

coins, he was primarily concerned with the welfare of people

and saving human souls. He frequently used metaphors to
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talk about people. Over and over he directed people to love

their neighbor (their fellow humans) as themselves. That’s

why the relevance of this lesson seems so clear. He proclaims

that not one person is to be cast aside as though they have no

value. Each should be treated as though they were precious

(every bit as precious as we ourselves are). 

Thus, he points to a powerful leadership attitude—an atti-

tude that views every single follower as worthy and valuable,

as worth celebrating with great joy when they are held safely

in or brought back into the fold. Leaders should look on the

welfare of each follower as they would look on their own. To

true leaders, every person they lead is priceless. No other orga-

nizational resource is of greater value.

One of my most dramatic experiences as a consultant

occurred as a result of a management training program on

employee self-leadership I conducted for a large American cor-

poration. One manager really took the ideas I presented on

self-leadership to heart. One of his subordinates was a pro-

duction supervisor who was having such severe performance

problems that he was about to be fired. The supervisor was

having a variety of behavior problems and was also battling

alcoholism. He clearly was lost, and the organization appar-

ently had decided he was probably not worth saving.

Following my presentation, the manager decided to

demonstrate confidence and faith in the supervisor by dele-

gating as much responsibility as possible to him. He even

made up excuses to leave the plant so he could put the super-

visor in charge. I must confess that as the manager relayed this

story to the training group in one of our sessions I was quite
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uncomfortable. I was trying to help the managers develop

skills for gradually developing self-leadership and indepen-

dence in followers—not for throwing followers into self-lead-

ership situations with little or no skill development and

guidance.

Nevertheless, the supervisor displayed a dramatic and

almost immediate turnaround. He began behaving responsi-

bly; he displayed initiative and pride in his work. The man-

ager reported that the supervisor had gone from being about

the worst supervisor in the plant to being arguably the best

within about a two-week period. Several other managers in

the session supported this assessment. They all looked

dumbfounded at the change that had occurred. The manager

said that the supervisor had even stopped drinking, the first

progress they had seen him make on his alcohol problem in

years.

An anecdote like this should of course be kept in perspec-

tive. It is just one case, and perhaps an anomaly at that. In

addition, I have not been in touch with the plant for some

time, so I am not sure the change was permanent.

Nevertheless, I have observed too many similar incidents in

my consulting to dismiss it as a fluke. I have been amazed at

how many difficult and seemingly hopeless people can lead

themselves out of their destructive ruts when given a chance

and a little support. Very often those people we feel least com-

pelled to embrace and support are precious diamonds in the

rough that simply need to be polished with a little loving sup-

port and concern. As Jesus would point out, they are precious

and well worth bringing back into the fold.



Gather the Lost Sheep 89

At this point, there is a temptation for some of us to react

with outrage or perhaps disgust: “How naive or unrealistic can

you get? An organization wouldn’t last for a month with such

a bleeding-heart perspective. No one had better apply for a

leadership position in my firm with that kind of attitude.” Or

maybe we might respond with a bit softer stance: “That’s all

good from a moral and humanistic standpoint, but the reali-

ties of a competitive business environment make the philoso-

phy infeasible. In the end, economic facts, not humanistic

ideals, must take precedence in order for the most people to

benefit.”

Whatever your immediate reaction, the recent successes of

numerous organizations with philosophies ever closer to

what Jesus suggests are compelling. Many organizations have

been empowering workers, often in team-based environ-

ments, and acknowledging their unique value and contribu-

tions.1 The list of companies that have significantly embraced

this kind of approach somewhere in their organization reads

like a corporate who’s who: General Motors, Ford, Motorola,

General Electric, American Express, Honeywell, Procter &

Gamble, Cummins Engine, Digital Equipment, Boeing,

Caterpillar, Texas Instruments, Gaines, AT&T, Xerox, LTV Steel,

Tektronix—the list goes on and on, extending well beyond tra-

ditional large corporations to include numerous small busi-

nesses, health care organizations, universities, and even

government agencies. Frequently they are empowering

employees to make crucial decisions that affect not only the

quality of their own work life but also the overall performance

of the organization.
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Just take some time to read the vision and mission state-

ments of very large and competitive corporations. I sometimes

have participants in my MBA classes and training programs

share excerpts from their own company’s statement, and

nearly without exception significant emphasis is placed on the

organization’s people as a particularly valuable resource. Ford

Motor Company’s statement, “Mission, Values and Guiding

Principles,” for example, describes people as “the source of

our strength. They provide our corporate intelligence and

determine our reputation and vitality. Involvement and team-

work are our core human values.” It goes on to say that

“employee involvement is our way of life—we are a team. We

must treat each other with trust and respect.” 

Our cynical side may speak up at this point: “But vision

statements are usually just a bunch of empty verbiage; they are

not living documents in the organization.” Conversely, some

companies have gone so far as to make such a philosophy the

ultimate goal and criterion for success. One particularly pow-

erful example of this orientation is provided by the experience

of AES Corporation, an independent energy producer during

its emergence as a significant organization in the energy

industry in the 1980s and 90s.2 AES was primarily guided by

four overriding values: (1) to act with integrity, (2) to be fair,

(3) to have fun, and (4) to be socially responsible. The focus

on fairness, for example, means treating fairly all people who

are affected by the company—employees, customers, suppli-

ers, stockholders, governments, and members of the commu-

nity in which it operates. It attempts to leave out no one;

everyone is treated as though he or she is of great value. In
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fact, Dennis Bakke, then the company’s president, said that he

does not pursue getting the most out of the company’s nego-

tiations to the detriment of the others involved. Instead,

during exchanges with employees, supervisors, customers,

and so on, he asks himself if he would feel as good in the

other person’s shoes as he does in his own. 

AES’s emphasis on its other primary values reveals a sim-

ilar focus on human worth. In terms of fun, for example,

Bakke explained that the company aims to create an environ-

ment in which people can use their skills to serve important

societal needs and consequently enjoy working at AES. The

focus on social responsibility leads to a goal of being good cit-

izens of the world by operating safely, with increasing (not

decreasing) employment opportunities, and helping to create

a cleaner environment. Bakke explained that the company

tries to behave as it would want its neighbor to behave.

Finally, the emphasis on integrity pulls it all together by

encouraging employees to pursue truthfulness and consis-

tency in all they do.

There have been times during my many years of studying

and consulting for organizations that Jesus’ words have ini-

tially struck me as impractical, as something fine for Sunday

mornings at church but not suitable for surviving in a world

full of imperfect human beings. Fortunately, the increasing

number of real-life stories of companies like AES have pushed

me to rethink my periodic attacks of cynicism. In fact, AES is

one of the few companies I have studied that I decided to

invest in through a modest stock purchase, more because I

wanted to support its ideals than because I hoped for
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significant financial returns. As a result of AES’s commitment

to its mission and values, it established itself as a high-growth

leader among independent power producers. It achieved

excellence in clean operations, reliability, safety, and quality

of work life for its employees. It excelled financially as well,

with steadily increasing total assets and revenues, and it made

the Fortune list of America’s 100 fastest-growing companies.

Even its stock price appreciated handsomely.

Jesus may not have had business success specifically in

mind when he presented his challenging lesson on treating

every person as uniquely valuable and worthy of celebration.

Nevertheless, his timeless wise lessons appear to be robust,

even in the face of the realities of cold economic competition.

Leaders must lead with sound judgment and good common

sense. Perhaps the most sensible philosophy they can hold to

guide their decisions is to consider every human being as a

priceless work of art that they must treat as worthy and valu-

able. In so doing, the greatest human (and frequently even

economic) good will likely be achieved. 
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A true measure of compassionate 

leadership is the care leaders give 

to the least of their followers.

NOTES
1. See, for example, Charles C. Manz and Henry P. Sims Jr., Business

Without Bosses: How Self-Managing Teams Are Building High-
Performing Companies (New York: Wiley, 1993).

2. See Kenneth Smith and Henry P. Sims Jr., “The Strategy Team:
Teams at the Top,” in Charles C. Manz and Henry P. Sims Jr.,
Business Without Bosses (New York: Wiley, 1993).
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PA RT  T H R E E

Lead Others to 
Be Their Best Selves

Real leadership comes from within. 

Each of us can be our own ultimate 

best leader. Wise leaders lead others 

to lead themselves.
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Prepare the Soil

A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seeds fell

on the path, and the birds came and ate them up. Other

seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much

soil, and they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of

soil. But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since

they had no root, they withered away. Other seeds fell

among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them.

Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a

hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. (Matt. 13: 3–8)

In this parable, Jesus provides a metaphor that can shed light

on one of the most important aspects of leadership: laying the

groundwork for positive influence and change. His teaching

suggests how important it is to prepare the soil for the seeds

of leadership. Indeed, many potential followers will simply

not be ready for positive influence, even when serving with

the best of leaders. This chapter reflects on the formidable
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challenge of preparing others for positive influence and

change. 

Change is one of the most feared and avoided phenom-

ena in life. Most people simply are not comfortable with

change and will resist it in a variety of ways. Consequently,

attempting to lead others to positive change is an undertaking

that deserves some serious consideration. One of the best

models for understanding the challenging process of change

was developed by Kurt Lewin. His work on the change process

provides some useful guidance to leaders. Specifically, he out-

lined a very clear and logical three-step process.1

The most important step for this lesson is the first—

unfreezing—which involves thawing out the rigid status quo.

The focus is on preparing for the possibility of change. Jesus’

teaching emphasizes the significance of the nature of the soil

that receives the seeds. Some ideas simply cannot be accepted

by some people at a given point in their lives. Surely a rock

cannot receive a seed. But Lewin’s model suggests that we can

think in terms of ice rather than rocks. If current rigid attitudes

and resistance can be set free—unfrozen—then positive

influence and change is made possible. This might involve, for

example, providing information that shows a gap between

current and more desirable behaviors and practices, and

allowing those people who are most affected to participate in

planning the change. As a consultant, I have encountered this

in many organizations. Once management is able to com-

municate the need for and opportunities of a change clearly

and credibly, a formerly resistant workforce often opens up to

considering and then supporting new approaches.
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Once the unfreezing stage is completed, the second step

can be taken—moving or changing behaviors, values, and/or

attitudes. A leader might introduce the desired change with

the aid of new organizational structures, procedures, or train-

ing, for example.

Finally, the third step—refreezing—involves introducing

factors that lock in the new approach. For example, the leader

could rely on incentives, systems, policies, structures, or

norms to promote the continuation of the desired change.

The importance of unfreezing cannot be overemphasized.

As Jesus clearly points out, soil that is not ready to receive the

seeds in a healthy way will render the sowing useless.

Sometimes this reality has been well understood by organiza-

tions and their leaders and careful steps have been taken to

assure that the soil is prepared for change. One of the best

examples of this that I have encountered occurred in the

mutual fund operations of IDS, a division of American

Express.2 A decision was made to change to an empowered

work-team approach for servicing the division’s clients 

(primarily independent financial planners). To prepare for the

change, eleven people, representing a cross section of the divi-

sion, were selected from volunteers to work full-time on

designing and planning for the team system. This design team

addressed issues and concerns of the employees and

identified ways to be responsive to these needs in a team envi-

ronment. 

The process took more than eight months, and then a

pilot team was launched to try out the design and work out

the bugs in the system. When teams were finally rolled out
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across the entire organization months later, performance was

excellent: quality indicators immediately shot up, backlogs

seemed to disappear, and productivity increased significantly.

Many problems were encountered along the way, but the

organization’s soil had been well prepared. Consequently, the

teams seemed genuinely determined to make sure that the

system worked well from the very beginning. One of the man-

agers enthusiastically summed it up: “This team concept really

works!” 

When I was a young boy in Michigan, my friends and I

enjoyed building snowmen. We learned that they would last

longer if we poured water over them, which froze to a hard

coating of ice. This created difficulty later. If we wanted to alter

our work (let’s say, to make a snow dog), we had to unfreeze

the outer surface. Helping people change is difficult, whether

they are made of snow or flesh, because they are (we all are)

largely struggling, fearful, resistant human beings who have

formed hardened outer shells for self-defense. But with care-

ful attention to preparing the soil (to unfreezing), the seeds of

leadership can bear good fruit. 

Jesus did go on to explain what he meant in his story

about the seeds. His explanation provides further insight

into the importance of preparing followers for leadership

influence to make a positive change. He said,

Hear then the parable of the sower. When anyone hears the

word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil

one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart;
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this is what was sown on the path. As for what was sown on

rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and imme-

diately receives it with joy; yet such a person has no root,

but endures only for a while, and when trouble or persecu-

tion arises on account of the word, that person immediately

falls away. As for what was sown among thorns, this is the

one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the

lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing. But as

for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears

the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and

yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in 

another thirty. (Matt. 13: 18–23)

In this passage Jesus describes three important reasons

why people may be unable to respond to constructive

influence in working toward positive changes. Ignorance is one

important barrier. Oftentimes people just don’t see the logic

of why something needs to be done or changed. Another bar-

rier is an unrealistic understanding of the effort and sacrifice

that are involved. As the old saying goes, most things that are

worth doing don’t come easily, or, more simply, no pain, no

gain. If people are going to respond faithfully and serve with

a leader, they need not only to embrace the cause but also to

understand the difficulty that will be faced and be prepared to

hang in there when the going gets tough. Finally, Jesus also

points to the distractions of other cares and concerns. Is the

undertaking that the leader is pointing to enough of a priority

that it doesn’t get lost in the barrage of other endless pressures
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and priorities? In summary, Jesus’ story suggests that leaders

need to promote clarity, realistic expectations, and the prior-

ity of the undertaking.

Maybe the most important lesson overall is that leaders

should not expect much of a result from their leadership if

they don’t lay the necessary groundwork first. That is, we

should not expect a very good crop if we haven’t prepared the

soil. Once again, this view shifts the focus away from the

leader and toward others. If a person is sincere about wanting

to be a positive force for change—an effective leader—the

focus needs to be on the others who are involved. The leaders

at IDS seemed to understand this leadership wisdom. Striking

dramatic poses in front of the masses or in front of the mirror

will not accomplish much, nor will inspiring rhetoric and

captivating visions that don’t address the specific needs and

concerns of the persons being led. Rather, sincerely trying to

help, support, and enable others to embrace and pursue

worthwhile changes from a solid base of understanding, real-

istic expectations, and priority is the key. From this solid base

the necessary unfreezing that enables change and refreezing

may be possible. 
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The seeds of leadership will grow only 

in soil that is prepared to accept them.

NOTES
1. See Kurt Lewin, Field Theory in Social Science (New York:

HarperCollins, 1951) and Kurt Lewin, “Frontiers in Group
Dynamics,” Human Relations, 1947, 1, pp. 5–41.

2. For a more detailed description of this case see Henry P. 
Sims Jr., Charles C. Manz, and Barry Bateman, “The Early
Implementation Phase: Getting Teams Started in the Office,” in
Charles C. Manz and Henry P. Sims Jr., Business Without Bosses
(New York: Wiley, 1993), pp. 85–114.

�



This page intentionally left blank 



�

105

Be Forgiving—Allow

Mistakes for the Sake of

Learning

There was a man who had two sons. The younger of them

said to his father, “Father, give me the share of the property

that will belong to me.” So he divided his property between

them. A few days later the younger son gathered all he 

had and traveled to a distant country, and there he 

squandered his property in dissolute living. When he had

spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that

country, and he began to be in need. So he went and hired

himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent

him to his fields to feed the pigs. He would gladly have filled

himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one

gave him anything. But when he came to himself he said,

“How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough

and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! I will get up

and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have

sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer

worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired



106 Lead Others to Be Their Best Selves

hands.’” So he set off and went to his father. But while he

was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with 

compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed

him. Then the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned

against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be

called your son.” But the father said to his slaves, “Quickly,

bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a

ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. And get the fatted

calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of

mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!”

And they began to celebrate. (Luke 15: 11–24)

Jesus’ captivating story of the return of the prodigal son is per-

haps his most poignant lesson on forgiveness and compas-

sion. In a very real sense the son’s request for his share of his

father’s inheritance while the father was still alive was a wish

that his father were dead. He did not want to wait for his

father to live out his life with the benefit of what he had

earned. He wanted his share now. On top of this the son took

his inheritance and spent it all on a reckless pleasure binge.

He left his family behind and threw himself into a life focused

on self-gratification. He had essentially left his father as

though his father were dead. Indeed, strong justification

existed for the father simply to disown the son. The son’s

offense was extremely great. When the son finally came to his

senses, even he no longer saw himself fit to be called a son.

When the son returned, however, he found his father

waiting not with condemnation but with open arms. The

father clothed and comforted the son. He declared that the



Be Forgiving—Allow Mistakes 107

son had been dead but was alive again. He was joyous and

ready to celebrate. What does this amazing story teach us

about life and leadership?

First, Jesus seems to be indicating that if we really care

for others, then no offense is too great to be worthy of for-

giveness and compassion if the offender has truly repented

and is ready to change—that is, if the person has honestly

faced his mistakes and is ready to redirect himself. In some

cases it may take suffering the consequences of a dramatic

mistake to truly prepare someone to bear real fruit. Such an

experience can provide the foundation for a renewed com-

mitment to constructive self-leadership. In a sense, a hard

slap in the face can be applied by the challenge of life and

one’s failure in handling it. But this so-called failure can

provide a powerful motivation to change. It is far too easy to

continue in the same rut and to apply the same personal

strategies indefinitely unless something dramatic occurs.

That is why, ironically, when people suffer dramatic failures

that are clearly of their own doing and recognize and

acknowledge their responsibility, it may be the best time to

provide encouragement and support rather than condemna-

tion. At last the boil has been lanced, and they are ready to

be healed. The father in Jesus’ story seems to realize all this.

To him, his son had been the one who was dead, but now

he is ready to start living again.

Second, the story seems to emphasize the value of learn-

ing, even in the face of an egregious and horrific failure. The

son finally learned the value of being a son, which he had pre-

viously so lightly thrown aside. Now he was ready to seek 
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forgiveness sincerely and to serve even as a slave. The son’s

imperfect humanity was blatantly exposed for all to see. Yet

through the experience he had gained valuable insight. He

had perhaps gained the knowledge he needed to establish the

foundation for a worthwhile life. 

One of my favorite stories from organization folklore

reportedly occurred at IBM.1 A senior executive made a very

poor decision that cost the company millions of dollars.

When called to the CEO’s office, he logically expected to be

harshly dismissed from his position. He entered the office

cautiously and engaged in a conversation with the CEO.

Eventually, beginning to become bewildered, he raised the

topic that he most feared but assumed was inevitable: he

asked if he was to be fired. The CEO’s response was very

insightful and apparently wise. The essence of what he said

was, simply, “Fire you? No way. We just spent several million

dollars educating you.” This leader seemed to understand the

lesson Jesus was teaching. 

Jesus’ lesson, however, does not end here. Now let’s take a

look at the rest of the story:

Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and

approached the house, he heard music and dancing. He

called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. He

replied, “Your brother has come, and your father has killed

the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and

sound.” Then he became angry and refused to go in. His

father came out and began to plead with him. But he
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answered his father, “Listen! For all these years I have been

working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed

your command; yet you have never given me even a young

goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. But when

this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property

with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!” Then the

father said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all

that is mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice,

because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life;

he was lost and has been found.” (Luke 15: 25–31)

Thus, as if the story about the younger son was not

enough, Jesus introduces yet another plot surrounding the

older and apparently more righteous son. This son had

remained loyal, serving the father for many years. He seem-

ingly had a legitimate reason to be angry. The younger son,

who had not remained loyal or sacrificed alongside him, was

apparently being rewarded for irresponsible behavior. But

the father expresses love for the older son and tries to teach

him about what is most important—putting the welfare of

his brother (others) first, particularly when his brother is in

most need of help. 

This part of the story teaches us the importance of pursu-

ing virtuous ideals such as service, compassion, and forgive-

ness for their own value. This is consistent with the teachings

of the Greek philosopher Aristotle, who taught that the great-

est good comes from that which is an end in itself. The father

in the story has nothing to gain by forgiving and caring for his
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son, except the experience of being compassionate and receiv-

ing back the son who had essentially tossed him aside. Jesus

seems to be teaching us that, ironically, those things in life

that we doggedly pursue to serve ourselves (wealth, power,

fame) never seem to be fully obtained and enjoyed. It is often

when we lose ourselves for a worthwhile cause, particularly

for the benefit of others, that at last the inner rewards of acting

nobly are enjoyed.

This has been a persistent theme in the applications of

empowerment around the world. The real power of empower-

ing others in the workplace seems to flow from the psycholog-

ical sense of ownership that employees experience when they

are sincerely included in the decision making and leading of

the organization. When organization members become pre-

occupied with concrete personal payoffs, the potential finan-

cial and other material rewards of playing the system,

empowerment is rendered largely impotent. The burning fire

of a passionate commitment to the work system to which

employees belong—and which in a very real sense belongs to

the employees—is the primary fuel that enables the system to

become empowering. The father in the story felt this passion

and expressed it through compassion. And the younger son

was beginning to feel it as well.

Thus, a transactor mentality, in which we calculatedly do

what we believe is right in order to obtain a concrete return for

ourselves, is never quite satisfying. The older brother was bitter

because his loyalty and faithfulness to his father had appar-

ently gone unrewarded. He wanted a concrete payoff for his
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work and service. Yet the father responded by pointing out

that all that he had already belonged to the older son. Perhaps

if the older son had really understood this he would have nat-

urally celebrated his brother’s return.

Henri Nouwen wrote an entire book on Rembrandt’s mas-

terpiece painting portraying the return of the prodigal son and

on how it changed and provided direction for his own life.2

He suggested that each of us likely experiences the roles of

both the pleasure-seeking younger son and the self-righteous

older son at some time in our life. The real challenge he points

to is that of growing into the compassionate father who sup-

ports and affirms others. 

I recently had a chance, as Nouwen did, to travel to St.

Petersburg, Russia, to see the original large and impressive

painting at the Hermitage museum. I also journeyed to

Amsterdam and visited Rembrandt’s former home, where he

had lived during the more prosperous years of his career. I

learned that eventually Rembrandt had lost this beautiful

house because he had not been able to keep up with the pay-

ments. Nouwen suggests that Rembrandt may well have pro-

gressed through the role of the younger and older son and

finally to the father in later years, after experiencing a life

focused on pleasure followed by personal and financial

tragedy. By the time he painted his masterpiece, the Return of

the Prodigal Son, presumably Rembrandt had finally become

much like the father in the story. 

Nouwen challenges each of us to identify which of the

characters in the story we are most like. I found the painting
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itself filled with emotion and meaning. In ways that I think

are similar to what Nouwen experienced, it brought the story

to life for me and provided a kind of window to the soul.

Perhaps the overall lesson we can learn from Jesus’ story

is that the best kind of leadership is often an act of self-

sacrificing compassion. Because leaders have no one else to

lead but flawed, imperfect, even hurtful human beings, for-

giveness and compassion are essential tools in the leadership

toolbox. And yet they cannot be tools intended to twist or

turn some leader-desired payoff. If they are to produce opti-

mal results, they are best offered as gifts that unleash the

potential good and worth of others. At times leaders must

empower others by forgiving them and allowing them to have

a second, third, and even fourth chance.
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A mark of a leader is the 

ability to forgive and then see the 

opportunities for learning in 

the mistakes of followers.

NOTES
1. I am not aware of a published source for this story, which 

I learned about through word of mouth. One of the reviewers of
an earlier draft of this book had also heard the story and indicated
that his sources identified IBM as the company involved.

2. Henri J. M. Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son: A Story of
Homecoming (New York: Image Books, 1992).
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Lead by Serving

You know that among the Gentiles those whom they 

recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great

ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so among you; but 

whoever wishes to become great among you must be your 

servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must

become the slave of all. (Mark 10: 42–44)

This is clearly one of the more striking passages from Jesus’

teachings related to leadership. In fact, it turns leadership

upside down. The lesson seems to be that to become a great

leader you should act as a servant, not as a commander or

even as a charismatic source of inspiration. The idea is indeed

puzzling and challenging, but Jesus repeats the same basic

message several times in his teachings. He instructs that if you

want to become great, be humble, sit in the lowest places of

honor, become like a child. Again, Jesus challenges us to

rethink what it means to be a leader. He challenges us to resist
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the temptation to act out a leadership role of being superior

to others and behaving as though we know it all. 

Judi Neal, the Executive Director of the Association for

Spirit at Work, described a striking practice that can help foster

the managerial mindset of being a servant at the Tomasso

Corporation, a highly successful food processing plant located

in Montreal, Canada.1 The practice is called “A Gesture.” It is

inspired by J. Robert Ouimet, Chairman of the Board of the

holding company that owns Tomasso, who is very dedicated

to the idea that economic well-being and human well-being

go hand in hand. “A Gesture” involves the management team

going together to serve food to the poor 2 to 3 times a year.

After serving the meal, they sit down with the people they

have served to talk with them and to get to know them more

personally. Later, when they return to the plant, the managers

meet to talk about what the experience meant to them.

Recently, other employees in the plant have asked if they can

participate as well. Now anyone who wants can attend.

Further, “A Gesture” takes place during regular work hours

and is considered paid time.

The idea of servant leadership has been written about at

length by author and founder of the Greenleaf Center for

Servant-Leadership Robert Greenleaf.2 He postulates that true

leaders are those who lead by serving others. He argues that

potential followers will “respond only to individuals who are

chosen as leaders because they are proven and trusted as ser-

vants.”3 He also states that as followers are served by servant

leaders they “become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous,

more likely themselves to become servant leaders.”4
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Being a servant is fairly straightforward: look for others’

needs and try to help meet them. The Golden Rule—do to

others as you would have them do to you—is a strong anchoring

principle here, as it is with so many of the leadership lessons

Jesus has offered. Of course, we need to feel confident that we

serve in a way that is beneficial to others for the long term. We

don’t want to create weakness and overdependence in others

by catering to them in the short run in a way that is potentially

harmful to their long-term growth and development. 

One of the most challenging contemporary leadership

roles calls for an approach that is consistent with these ideas.

I’m talking about the emerging role of empowered team lead-

ers. Teams can be found everywhere today, and they are

viewed by many organizations as the key to tapping the full

mental and physical capabilities of the workforce. The funda-

mental philosophy is that if employees are provided with all

the resources and information they need, they will solve work

problems in creative and productive ways that will be superior

to the results of a traditional bureaucracy, and they will con-

sequently find their work more rewarding and grow as indi-

viduals. In other words, let workers on teams stand on their

own two feet if you want them to be all they can be.

All of this creates some confusing and difficult challenges

for team leaders. For example, Lake Superior Paper Company

in Duluth, Minnesota, launched empowered teams with a

plan to have supervisors gradually fade into the background.

They planned for this role to evolve from direct supervision of

the teams to a position of shared authority and eventually to

a facilitator external to the team. The lack of traditional
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authority made these would-be facilitator leaders feel

squeezed between upper management and the teams. One

individual described this team leader role as a kind of buffer

that “gets it from both ways.”4 There was also a fear among a

number of team leaders that they risked working themselves

out of a job if they served the teams successfully enough so

that the team was able to become effectively empowered. 

Similarly, at IDS (mentioned in the chapter called “Prepare

the Soil”) a team leader lamented, “There’s nothing to call my

own. Eventually, if they’re truly self-managing, it’s going to be

the team that gets most of the recognition.Traditionally the

recognition that the unit’s doing good would start with the

supervisor.” Another leader added, “I really would enjoy it if

just occasionally somebody would pat me on the back and

say, ‘Hey, you’re doing a good job today.’”6

The team leader role is no longer to direct and manage,

nor is it to step in and solve everything for the team. Instead,

leaders become developers and helpers. They become indi-

viduals who enable teams to do their best by making sure they

have what they need and by providing them with the leeway

to do what they decide to do. Essentially, good team leaders

become servants. Instead of wielding power, they empower.

But they must be careful not to breed too much dependence

on themselves by the teams. They must learn to avoid giving

the answers and solving the problems. If the teams are going

to succeed, they must learn to do these things for themselves. 

Many traditional supervisors are not able to make the

transition successfully when their organization decides to

implement teams. The ones who do succeed have to rethink
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what it is to be a good leader. No longer are they the king or

queen of the hill, nor do they dominate the spotlight. Their

job is to serve the people on the teams so they can accomplish

their work and become better team members in the process.

Team leaders must learn to feast on humble pie and to find

their satisfaction in the team’s success and recognition rather

than in their own. I have observed many effective team lead-

ers encouraging and supporting their teams and ensuring that

they have all the resources, information, and training they

need to do their work well. Ultimately the truly successful

leaders become good servants who help their team members

meet their own needs.

Despite the challenges in carrying out this servant role,

many team leaders find it to be quite rewarding. One Lake

Superior Paper leader was particularly gratified by the enthu-

siastic response of team members to his serving approach

within the team system: “I could never go back [to a tradi-

tional autocratic system]. I saw all the wasted potential. . . .

Here if you ask if someone will do something, you get three

people stuck in the door volunteering for it. They’re really

gung ho.”7 A leader at IDS explained that he just enjoys the act

of serving rather than controlling. “Now I get more satisfac-

tion out of helping someone to do something rather than

telling them to do it.”8

Being a humble servant is the path to greatness that Jesus

points to. He served as a highly visible model of servant lead-

ership himself. Perhaps his most concrete example of servant

leadership occurred during his last supper with his disciples

(his own team).
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And during supper Jesus . . . got up from the table, took off

his outer robe, and tied a towel around himself. Then he

poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’

feet and to wipe them with the towel that was tied around

him.

After he had washed their feet, had put on his robe and

had returned to the table, he said to them, “Do you know

what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord—

and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord

and Teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to wash one

another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also

should do as I have done to you. (John 13: 2–5, 12–15)

Clearly Jesus had no intention of being the only servant

leader. He demonstrated and then urged his disciples to do

the same. There is a major difference between trying to domi-

nate the leadership spotlight for your own glorification and

encouraging others to take an active role in the leadership

process. Jesus seems to be leading others—or in this case per-

haps we should say serving others—to lead themselves to ser-

vice. This is a powerful leadership idea because it provides the

necessary ingredients for a vast spreading of the process

throughout the population. It offers the potential to enlist a

whole army of servants who are able to consider the well-

being of others rather than just their own personal gain. Thus,

servant-focused leadership not only transcends the leader’s

own temptation to fall prey to leadership myths (such as that

leaders should know all the answers, receive all the fame and

glory, and so on) but also encourages others to do the same.
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Real leaders are humble servants, 

not power-hungry tyrants.

NOTES
1. This example is adapted from an information email sent out by

Judi Neal on behalf of the Association For Spirit at Work (ASAW)
on January 17, 2005.

2. See Robert K. Greenleaf, On Becoming a Servant-Leader
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1997), Seeker and Servant
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1997), and The Leader as 
Servant (Newton Center, Mass.: The Robert K. Greenleaf Center,
1970).

3. Greenleaf, The Leader as Servant, p. 4.
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Teams: A Practical Look at Successes and Challenges,” in Charles
C. Manz and Henry P. Sims Jr., Business Without Bosses (New York:
Wiley, 1993), pp. 65–83.
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Lead Without Blindness

They are blind guides of the blind. And if one blind person

guides another, both will fall into a pit. (Matt. 15: 14)

Jesus presents a simple commonsense idea in this passage. It

contains a lesson that is well worth considering deeply by

anyone who aspires to lead others. It raises important ques-

tions such as the following: Are you about to lead others

blindly into a pit? Are your followers better equipped to lead

themselves than to follow you? Do people who live with

their problems day in and day out see their situation more

clearly than anyone else? How blind are you to the real

issues that need to be addressed in this leadership situation?

Can you lead others to see their own situations more clearly

so they can practice more effective self-leadership? Is the

ultimate act of leadership to facilitate others so they can lead

themselves? Is it presumptuous, maybe even preposterous,

to assume that an external leader can exercise leadership that

is more effective than that person’s own self-leadership?
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A trust walk is a classic interpersonal development exer-

cise. The usual procedure involves blindfolding a person, then

grasping the blindfolded person’s arm and leading him on a

walk. At first this is usually an awkward situation for the

person who cannot see. He tends to take very slow, awkward

steps as he tries to feel for potential objects or changes in the

terrain that might trip him up. Even though he is being guided

by a person who can clearly see where they are walking, a lack

of trust makes the going difficult initially. Eventually, however,

the blindfolded person realizes that everything is going fine,

and that it is OK to relax and follow the lead of the guide. This

is a simple but powerful exercise that provides a valuable

lesson about learning to rely on someone else.

Unfortunately, navigating the obstacles and ruts in the

road of life can be a lot more complicated than walking

around an uncluttered room or a well-mowed yard. Even

when a trust walk is conducted through a difficult and varied

terrain, the guide can usually help the other person to manage

quite well as long as the guide is able to see clearly. Imagine,

however, what would happen if, even though the guide was

ready and willing to lead, the route they were walking on

really could not be seen clearly. Even more to the point, imag-

ine what would happen if the guide was blindfolded and the

walking course was filled with large holes, with pits, that were

ready to swallow up anyone who took an improper step. This

image is even more striking if the person being guided has

developed trust and confidence that the guide sees clearly and

that no harm will come to them. 
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The issue of whether a designated leader is really a blind

guide is a terribly important one. Leaders have been blindly

leading others into pits throughout history. Part of the reason

for this situation is that our knowledge about how to lead

others effectively is not very clear. Even today, after decades of

research and thousands of studies, there is still no commonly

agreed-upon approach to effective leadership. Theories

abound. In fact, one handbook of leadership that reviews

much of the leadership research is so huge that the reference

list alone is nearly two hundred pages long.1 The magnitude

and confusion of the leadership literature is itself blinding,

even when a person sincerely studies it in the hope of avoid-

ing being a blind leader. No matter how confident and con-

vincing a leader is, all too often followers are better off if they

simply ignore the leader and follow their own lead.

This brings us back to the current emphasis on worker

empowerment. Repeatedly organizations are discovering that

they are more successful if they remove layers and layers of

leaders (or, if you prefer, managers) and place more of the

leadership responsibility in the hands of those who previously

were being led. People tend to learn a great deal about their

own work, problems, and unique personal characteristics

because they struggle with them more than anyone else. Often

the best leader for people is ultimately themselves. In

significant ways they are really the only ones who have learned

enough to remove their blindfolds. 

Thus the most effective leaders are often those who lead

others to lead themselves. By guiding and developing people
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to be competent self-leaders, a leader is able to spread strength

throughout the entire system. These self-leaders are then

better equipped to make the decisions, with their eyes open,

regarding how to make adjustments and improvements as

they traverse the terrain (cope with the challenges) of daily

work and life. Leaders continue to be very important, but

more in facilitating self-leadership and less in shouldering the

entire leadership burden.

Jesus’ warning is a telling one. Arguably more than at any

other time in history, the world is full of pits into which we

may fall. At the same time, the drive to compete, succeed,

wield power, become wealthy, and any number of other self-

gratifying acts drives many to seek the influence and author-

ity of being a leader. Too many of these would-be leaders see

far more clearly their own potential personal gains than the

ubiquitous pits that await them and their followers. Perhaps

the most difficult blindfold to remove is the one that causes

so many to place blind trust in others when they are capable

of making far better choices for themselves. Ironically, that

same blindfold enables those truly blinded leaders to project

an illusion of 20/20 vision.

In the end, the primary lesson seems to be that it is we

who would lead who most need to see clearly our tendency

toward blindness. If we want to lead others, we must first

learn to lead ourselves with unusual clarity. What do you

believe equips you to lead others? Do you really understand

the situations and obstacles that your followers face? We

must carefully uncover and address our own vast failings and

personal imperfections. In the process of completing such a
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self-examination we may discover the importance of relying

on any sightedness that is available. We may also realize that

usually no one sees his or her path more clearly than the one

who has created and traversed it. It seems that the only leaders

who are truly clear-sighted are the ones who know, when it

comes to the specifics of the challenges faced by others, that

they are really quite blind. Consequently, these true leaders are

better equipped to lead others to lead themselves.

The most clear-sighted leaders recog-

nize their own blindness and instill and 

rely on the self-leadership of followers.

NOTE
1. See Bernard Bass, Bass and Stogdill’s Handbook of Leadership (New

York: Free Press, 1990).
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The Value of Pennies

He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd

putting money in the treasury. Many rich people put in large

sums. A poor widow came and put in two small copper coins,

which are worth a penny. Then he called his disciples and

said to them, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in

more than all those who are contributing to the treasury. For

all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she

out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had

to live on.” (Mark 12: 41–44)

The issue of evaluating and responding to the contributions of

others is a major challenge for leaders. It is usually considered

effective leadership to distinguish levels of performance of fol-

lowers and to dole out rewards according to the amount that

is contributed. This approach seems to be rational, logical,

and even just. But once again Jesus throws us a curve. The

value of contributions, he seems to be saying, must be con-

sidered in light of the capabilities of the contributor. 

129
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Initially this may send up some red flags. Is the implica-

tion that we should not concern ourselves with the levels of

our employees’ performance? If someone means well and is

doing the best she can and her performance is unsatisfactory,

should a leader simply pat her on the back and praise her for

trying? While this practice may not be as illogical as it sounds,

I don’t think it is the real leadership lesson that can be

learned. Perhaps the lesson is best summarized by prescribing

a focus on the heart of the person. That is, pay attention to the

intent, the motives, and the progress of the person. This may

indeed be very sound wisdom for a couple of reasons.

First, this is generally a good philosophy because it is not

only humane and ethical but also surprisingly beneficial to

both parties, ultimately. The world is and has been through-

out history replete with persons who have trampled human

relationships in the pursuit of wealth and power. Sometimes

those closest and most dear to us—favorite colleagues and

even our immediate family members—have been tossed aside

and ignored because of the allure of worldly attractions. We

have all heard the often-repeated lament of successful persons

at the pinnacle of their career saying they would give it all up

in a moment to be able to relive the years they could have

better spent with their loved ones. Good friendships and

healthy family relationships usually turn out in the end to be

far more precious than the gold or fame that spurs on our

obsessive pursuit. While this theme may seem a bit sweet and

syrupy, it represents a reality that is hard to deny if we face it

honestly.
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In addition, this philosophy can represent the foundation

for good, practical human development and performance-

facilitating leadership. That is, if the person’s heart is in the

right place, then the necessary skills and capabilities can likely

be developed. How many times have you seen persons with

seemingly tremendous talent and ability whose lives have

crumbled on useless paths to nowhere because they lacked

healthy commitment to anything worthwhile? A wise leader

will look for the people who display a willingness to throw

themselves into worthwhile pursuits, who are ready and eager

to learn and do their best.

During twenty-five years of consulting and university

teaching I have learned that surprisingly often the individuals

who look to be the biggest rejects can become the best per-

formers when they are given a chance. I have encountered

numerous employees and students who blossomed into stars

when they were provided with the guidance and training they

needed to go along with their optimism and motivation. In

many other cases they did not end up turning in the highest

levels of performance in any absolute sense, but they became

solid, even star team players because of the positive impact

they had on others. 

One of the most dramatic examples in this vein is the true

story of Rudy Ruettiger.1 Perhaps you have seen the inspiring

movie based on his dream and ultimate realization of becom-

ing a student and football player at Notre Dame. When he grad-

uated from high school, with mediocre grades and no money,

his chances seemed remote at best. After working for years
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and saving his money, he applied to Notre Dame but was

rejected for the first of several times. Refusing to give up, he

enrolled in a nearby community college, worked as a

groundskeeper at Notre Dame, and kept reapplying until he

was finally admitted. 

Lacking size and talent, Rudy made the football team as a

walk-on because of his enthusiasm and determination. After

serving on the practice squad for two years, he was finally

allowed to suit up and stand on the sidelines in the final game

of his college football career. With seconds left in the game,

and with many fans and players who had been inspired by his

dedication calling his name, the coach put him in 

for the final play. In the only play of his career, he sacked the

opposing quarterback for a loss. The team responded by car-

rying him off the field, an honor that has never since been

repeated. Indeed, Rudy seemed to have little more than a

penny’s worth of talent and ability to contribute. But in the

end he left an inspiring legacy that has been permanently

recorded in Notre Dame history. In many ways he has

inspired a more heroic image for Notre Dame football than

the countless strong and talented football greats who have

played before and after him. His is the story of a person of

average size and talent whom typical fans can identify with

and admire.

Motivated, conscientious, sincere, committed contribu-

tors will in the end likely serve and deliver far more than

highly talented, indifferent natural stars. So what if some

people can show off raw talent on a whimsical basis? Are they

in it for the long haul? Are they really giving what they are
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capable of giving? Are we sensitive to the seemingly low-value

contributions of conscientious, committed persons that may

really represent vast treasures if we could only see them? These

are the kinds of questions that Jesus urges us to ask. Most

skills and abilities can be improved with the proper training

and experience. So why not measure what people are doing

relative to their current capabilities and spend special effort

on assessing where their heart is? The real stars shine on the

inside. Sometimes they are a lump of coal waiting to be trans-

formed into a diamond. The solid material of the treasure

often shines within rather than without. 

Jesus calls us to develop a deeper vision—a vision of

beauty in the effort and the sacrifice made by each person. He

warns us not to be deceived by the shiny brightness of pre-

tentious show-offs who can blind us to what is really valuable

in people. He reminds us to look for the value of pennies that

can be the basis for both moral and practical riches for years

to come.
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True leaders focus on the hearts 

of followers and recognize that 

small contributions made with sincerity

can form the foundation 

for large successes.

NOTE
1. A primary source for this short account of the life of Rudy

Ruettiger was Christopher P. Neck, “Rudy! Rudy! Rudy! Dreams
Do Come True,” in Henry P. Sims Jr. and Charles C. Manz,
Company of Heroes: Unleashing the Power of Self-Leadership (New
York: Wiley, 1996).
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Instill Commitment, 

Not Greed

For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out

early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. After

agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent

them into his vineyard. When he went out about nine

o’clock he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and

he said to them, “You also go into the vineyard, and I will

pay you whatever is right.” So they went. When he went out

again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the same.

And about five o’clock he went out and found others stand-

ing around; and he said to them, “Why are you standing

here idle all day?” They said to him, “Because no one has

hired us.” He said to them, “You also go into the vineyard.”

When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his

manager, “Call the laborers and give them their pay, begin-

ning with the last and then going to the first.” When those

hired about five o’clock came, each of them received the

usual daily wage. Now when the first came, they thought
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they would receive more; but each of them also received the

usual daily wage. And when they received it, they grumbled

against the landowner, saying, “These last worked only one

hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne

the burden of the day and the scorching heat.” But he

replied to one of them, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong;

did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take

what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the

same as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose

with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am

generous?” (Matt. 20: 1–15)

One of the most widely advocated and supported principles of

effective influence of human behavior in the latter half of the

twentieth century is that people should be rewarded based on

their performance. That is, those who accomplish more

should receive more reward than those who do less. Basic rein-

forcement theory, most widely associated with the work of B.

F. Skinner in the field of psychology1 and later adapted to

many settings, including work organizations, posits that rein-

forcement (desired rewards that strengthen targeted behav-

iors) should be given contingent on performance of desired

behaviors. Reinforcement theory says that the laborers who

worked all day should have received more (a lot more) than

those who worked only half the day, let alone those who

worked only one hour. Jesus’ lesson seems to fly in the face of

one of the most supported and prescribed principles for lead-

ers. In considering this story, one is left wondering if anything
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that has commonly guided contemporary leadership practice

can be relied on. 

To make matters worse, the story also directly challenges

the widely supported management perspective generally

referred to as equity theory.2 According to equity theory, people

will naturally compare the ratio of their inputs (performance,

effort, and so on) relative to the rewards they receive with the

input-to-reward ratio of others. If they perceive inequity, 

especially when they are on the short end of the stick, they

will experience significant tension. Consequently, they will

take action to correct the inequity, such as not exerting much

effort or quitting altogether. At first glance, Jesus’ story just

doesn’t seem to make much sense in terms of what are gener-

ally presented as sound management principles—that is, we

should reward people in proportion to what they do, and we

should make the rewards equitable (fair) according to

people’s relative contributions.

So what gives? What is Jesus trying to teach here? I must

confess that I began my research and consulting careers as a

strong advocate of reinforcement theory and a supporter of

equity theory. In that former life, my reaction to the implied

lesson of the story would not have been very sympathetic—in

fact, rejection and scoffing would probably be better descrip-

tions. Since that time, however, I have seriously reconsidered

my position. It is not so much that I believe principles related

to reinforcement and equity no longer apply, but that relying

on them too heavily can make things worse rather than better. 

First, the carrot-and-stick approach has some severe 
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limitations. Trying to lead—or more aptly, to manage (and

some would even say manipulate)—highly intelligent,

advanced creatures by providing rewards when they comply

with our wishes can create a suboptimal process. Essentially,

when we do this we are training people to be transactors. We

teach them to search for the self-serving benefit of performing

narrowly defined tasks. We teach them to be highly selective

in what they do, and to be responsive to only one limited

form of motivation (the reward we offer) for doing it. We

essentially train them to do the minimum of what we ask and

to do so with their sights continually set on the reward they

will receive. I can’t help but think of the comical miniature

bears I recently saw performing in a Russian circus in St.

Petersburg. After every time they climbed a ladder or walked a

tightrope, they immediately ran offstage, on their hind legs of

course (to the laughter of the crowd), to receive their food

reward. People possess such vast mental richness and creativ-

ity that reducing them to a similar kind of transactor is not

very comical; indeed, it is sad.

Second, a far more effective as well as humane approach

to leadership centers on stimulating commitment (a willing-

ness and eagerness to go above and beyond the call of duty)

and psychological ownership (a sense that our input and cre-

ativity are valued and that in an important way we psycholog-

ically own the organization because we share in making it a

success in which we can take pride). All this requires that trust

be placed in leaders—that is, followers need to have

confidence that leaders have their best interests in mind and

are sincere in enlisting their involvement. People do need to
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be rewarded for what they do. They have to pay their bills and

have some financial resources to live. They should be paid

well for their contributions, and they should share in the orga-

nization’s profits. They also need to receive praise and recog-

nition for a job well done. But these rewards should not be the

focus. If they are, people will become compliant transactors,

not fully engaged, committed, growing human beings. 

Many organizations are discovering that this

commitment/ownership orientation to leading employees can

be far more effective than a transactional approach. For

example, the innovative and highly successful W. L. Gore &

Associates, producer of a variety of products from outdoor

camping equipment to medical materials to industrial sup-

plies, deemphasizes pay in favor of other sources of motiva-

tion for its workforce. Gore operates according to what it

calls “unmanagement” and “unstructure,” in which people

are allowed to initiate projects on their own and to interact

with whoever seems most appropriate to further their work,

without going through a traditional chain of command. In

fact, the empowered and committed workforce is so highly

regarded that people are called associates, not employees.

Gore has built its success squarely on the contributions of all

of its people, without placing an undue focus on external

rewards, especially financial ones. Sally Gore, daughter of the

company’s founder, put it this way: “We do not feel we need

to be the highest paid. We never try to steal people away from

other companies with salary. We want them to come here

because of the opportunities for growth and the unique work

environment.”3
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As I discussed earlier, more and more leaders and organi-

zations have learned that one of the most powerful ways of

facilitating an effective workforce and organization is through

empowered work teams. On teams, individual contributions

are often rewarded on the basis of pay-for-knowledge systems.

That is, the more skills employees master and demonstrate

competence in, the more they are paid. While this can be a

highly effective approach to encouraging learning, it can have

some unfortunate side effects. For example, one organization

for which I served as a consultant introduced this kind of pay

system to go with empowered teams. Subsequently many key

senior employees became frustrated and demotivated, and in

some cases left the company. Because the pay system espe-

cially rewarded new skill acquisition, junior-level employees,

who had more to learn, were able to obtain greater pay in-

creases. Consequently, the highly skilled senior employees

became distracted from the commitment and psychological

ownership they had been experiencing while the empowered

team system was being rolled out. They developed a transactor

outlook that led to feelings of inequity and alienation. A focus

on pay had simply overshadowed their commitment and

motivation.

In team-based work systems there are some real advan-

tages to sharing rewards among all team members. That is, the

best and the worst team members share the team’s rewards. If

someone is not contributing fully, the team works out a way

to help that person improve. Sometimes teams carry strug-

gling members for periods when they are facing some difficult
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personal problem. Team members often develop a cama-

raderie and an allegiance to each other. Rewards are still

important to team members, but if they become the focus, the

real advantages of teams—mutual support, cooperation, syn-

ergy—can be lost. Members frequently learn to get beyond

concern about equity and genuinely celebrate the good for-

tunes of other team members.

Sometimes team members are not rewarded commensu-

rate with their individual contributions. Some team members

may be just a bit more skilled and tend to contribute more.

Sometimes a team member is struggling with a physical or

personal problem that temporarily holds back his or her abil-

ity to perform. Nevertheless, other rewards, such as the ac-

ceptance and support that members give to one another, often

ultimately become more important to team members. When

team members have established a supportive and cohesive

environment on their team, it is hard not to think of them in

terms of the old Boys Town slogan, “He’s not heavy, he’s my

brother.”

So does Jesus’ story really suggest all these things directly?

Perhaps not, but it does challenge us to reconsider the power

of reinforcements, especially money, as the end-all of motiva-

tion. Maybe this alone is the important lesson that Jesus’ story

leaves us with. We shouldn’t place undue focus on rewards

that are separate from the task, the mission at hand. If we do,

we will draw the attention away from more important ques-

tions such as, Are whole persons being encouraged to partici-

pate, including their creative thoughts, which could lead them
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to do something even better than we’ve asked them to do? Are

we teaching people to be inspired, intelligent performers or

comical trained miniature bears? Are we encouraging people

to be committed or just compliant? Are we fostering a team

attitude or a “What’s in it for me?” attitude? Are we teaching

people to celebrate the good fortune of their fellow human

beings or to look out for number one?

Wise leaders foster followers’ 

commitment and teamwork rather than 

followers’ calculating compliance.
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NOTES
1. See, for example, B. F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity (New

York: Knopf, 1971).
2. See, for example, J. Adams, “Toward an Understanding of

Inequity,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 1963, 67,
pp. 422–436.

3. See Frank Shipper and Charles C. Manz, “Self-Management
Without Formal Teams: The Organization as Team,” in Charles C.
Manz and Henry P. Sims Jr., Business Without Bosses (New York:
Wiley, 1993), p. 134.
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PA RT  F O U R

Plant Golden Mustard Seeds

Great trees grow from tiny seeds. Wise

leadership involves planting good seeds 

in good places at the right times, and then 

letting great things grow.
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Practice Mustard Seed Power

The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone

took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds,

but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes 

a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its

branches. (Matt. 13: 31–32)

I have always found this passage to be one of the most remark-

able of all Jesus’ teachings. In our ultra-fast-paced world of inter-

national megaconglomerates, sometimes everything seems to

be exaggerated way beyond anything natural. It’s almost as

though we live in some kind of virtual-reality cartoon in which

things are blown way out of proportion. If you want to survive

in this sort of alternate reality, then a philosophy of “more is

better” seems to rule the day. Don’t do anything small; instead,

exaggerate choices and actions.

This orientation of course poses significant implications

for the practice of leadership. Leaders are often expected to be
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dramatic, heroic figures who possess some kind of magical

insight and charisma. They are expected to lead the way dra-

matically for the rest of the less enlightened populace. And

their organizations are expected to be dramatic as well. Some

of these organizations aspire to become innovation factories

that are always discovering giant breakthroughs and that place

a grand mark on history in the process. Others try to reach

absolutely optimum efficiency, whether that means cold, cal-

culated management or even removal of people—in the pur-

suit of total elimination of anything extra, anything perceived

as waste of any kind. All of this effort flows from human-cre-

ated and human-perpetuated myths that we only infrequently

realize are inconsistent with a more healthy and accurate view

of reality.

To be fair, it’s important to remember that many organi-

zations had become elaborate, wasteful bureaucracies that

seemed to be set more on maintaining the status quo than on

serving any useful purpose. And leadership was often sadly

lacking within these rigid, rule-based structures. Instead,

fanny-protecting management champions of resisting change,

and consequently any kind of improvement, ruled the day.

Thus many of the massive turbocharged changes that have

invaded contemporary work and life were welcomed as the

dawning of a new, better day. The general view seemed to be

that things had gotten so out of whack, so inefficient and

unresponsive to the dynamics of the contemporary world that

major (make that huge and thundering) changes were

needed. Unfortunately, the human side of things may have
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been sacrificed in the new wave of change; the proverbial baby

may be flying out the door with the bath water. 

Jesus presents a deeply contrasting message. He seems to

counsel that we don’t have to worry about pursuing unrealis-

tic larger-than-life illusions. Rather, the smallest of things—

indeed, wee little mustard seeds—can be the source of great

results. His message suggests that organizations and their

leaders should think twice before they strive for the large,

obvious choices, before they pull the ostentatious, shiny,

loud-clanging action levers. Instead, the subtle, seemingly very

small but positive and useful actions and things can be the

real tickets to the greatest of results. As the ancient saying goes,

“The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” 

One of my favorite stories that seems to illustrate this idea

well is the now-famous 3M backdoor development of Post-it

Notes. After the company had expended significant human

and financial resources on a project, only to create a rather

unsticky, inferior form of glue, one 3Mer discovered a simple,

small way to use this failure. Putting the glue on little strips of

paper, he found that he had created handy little markers that

were useful as bookmarks in his hymnal as he sang in the

church choir. He also found that they were handy for record-

ing short notes. Later, after first marketing the discovery only

internally to 3M employees, the positive response from other

3Mers led to a whole new product. No grand technological

innovation was involved—just a simple little idea addressing a

very basic human activity—and it all resulted from what had

appeared to be a failure. Of course the rest is history,
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as a virtual money tree was created that has netted 

3M millions upon millions of dollars and enabled it to pro-

vide very practical assistance to countless people around the

world.

Perhaps the 3M Post-it Note illustrates the lesson of mus-

tard seed leadership. A more direct example that is probably

closer to what Jesus was talking about is offered by a recent,

very popular book, Random Acts of Kindness,1 a collection of

stories, quotes, and ideas that suggest that each of us should

look for opportunities to do the “doable” little things that can

help others and in the process contribute to a more positive

world. Going out of our way to help someone with a trouble-

some problem, surprising someone with support and assis-

tance when it’s not called for or even deserved, and putting

the needs of others ahead of our own all represent the spirit

of this philosophy. Probably the best way to visualize the

process is to picture that we are planting positive mustard

seeds wherever we go. Imagine if a leader set out to plant as

many of these potent little seeds as possible—each one offer-

ing the potential to produce rich, positive fruit. Instead of

striving to act out some dramatic, charismatic role on a stage

that he or she feels compelled to dominate, the leader could

concentrate on constructively spreading goodwill and serving

as a positive model for others.

According to this view, leaders do not need to be charis-

matic headline grabbers, nor do their followers. Two particular

forms of leadership have repeatedly marked both famous and

infamous leaders throughout history. These leadership types
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have been described elsewhere and have been called strong-

man and visionary hero leadership.2 Strongman leadership is

an autocratic approach to influencing others that is based pri-

marily on fear and intimidation. Many ruthless international

dictators, intimidating sports coaches, and hard-nosed busi-

ness leaders have adopted this strategy. It tends to result in

fear-based compliance. Followers do what leaders command

as long as the leaders are around to wield their power. If the

leaders leave, or are somehow reduced to a weakened posi-

tion, followers are usually ready and anxious to help with and

celebrate their downfall.

Conversely, visionary heroes, which I discussed in the

chapter on committing to ethical behavior, appear to be far

more appealing and positive. In fact, in times of crisis or

major change, visionary heroes are often the most needed

type of leader. But the spotlight tends to be dominated by

these often charismatic influencers. Followers are usually

committed to the leader or to his or her cause, but they also

tend to be dependent on the leader. If the leader leaves or is

somehow removed, the movement tends to collapse, because

the leader has become a single pillar of strength that is sud-

denly torn from under the entire structure. I noted earlier that

many people commonly regarded as great leaders displayed a

visionary hero style, including Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr.,

and John F. Kennedy. Because of the dominant central focus

on the leader, this approach also poses the risk of leading fol-

lowers to disaster or to very unethical ends. Adolf Hitler, Jim

Jones, and David Koresh, among others, served as visionary

heroes of doom for their followers.
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Perhaps the key point of Jesus’ lesson of the mustard seed

is to remember that we are, after all, limited human beings. As

such we don’t have to strive for dramatic effect. Rather, if we

try our best and concentrate on the little positive things we

accomplish each day, great things may well emerge. William

Blake put it well: “To see a world in a grain of sand and a

heaven in a wild flower, / Hold infinity in the palm of your

hand and eternity in an hour.” Jesus tells us to be aware of the

power in little things. Indeed, planting even the smallest of

seeds, a mustard seed, if it is positively alive and planted well,

can lead to a great result. 

Wise leaders understand the 

power of small things that can be 

the seeds of greatness.

�
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NOTES
1. See Random Acts of Kindness and the follow-up books 

More Random Acts of Kindness and Kids’ Random Acts 
of Kindness (Berkeley, Calif.: Conari, 1993).

2. For a more detailed discussion of strongman and visionary hero
leadership, see Henry P. Sims Jr. and Charles C. Manz, Company of
Heroes: Unleashing the Power of Self-Leadership (New York: Wiley,
1996) and The New SuperLeadership: Leading Others to Lead
Themselves by Charles C. Manz and Henry P. Sims, Jr. (San
Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2001).
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Conclusion: Lead with 

the Power of Golden 

Mustard Seeds

If you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you will say to

this mountain, “Move from here to there,” and it will move;

and nothing will be impossible for you. (Matt. 17: 20–21)

The remarkable potential of the kind of leadership Jesus sug-

gests is most powerfully described in this passage from his

teachings. The central driving force is faith—a concept that

Jesus talked about repeatedly in his teachings. Jesus suggests

that if we have just the smallest amount of faith—the size of

only a mustard seed—nothing will be impossible for us. A

rather bold statement this is indeed. 

It is remarkable how many men and women throughout

history seemingly defied the impossible when armed with

belief and determination. Roger Banister accomplished what

was believed to be impossible—he ran a mile in less than four

minutes. A few years later, armed with the belief that it could

be done, dozens of runners were doing it. Thomas Edison
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achieved the seemingly impossible over and over: he enabled

light to be produced in a hollow tube of glass, recorded 

the human voice on a piece of plastic, invented pictures that

show life in full motion, and made many other miraculous

discoveries. The Wright brothers discovered a device to enable

humans to fly like birds. Indeed, the list of miracles accom-

plished by mortal human beings lacking any unusual or

superhuman advantages goes on and on. Some would say that

these people were armed with faith alone.

Of course the faith Jesus referred to is belief and trust in

God. He was talking about a spiritual allegiance and a source

of strength that is beyond human ability. This is indeed a fork

in the road for many of us. I am especially conscious of this

after serving many years as a college professor. In academia,

empirical facts often rule supreme. This generally requires that

we have some objective and observable basis for recording

and measuring the phenomena we study. The idea of having

faith in something we cannot touch, see, or measure does not

sit particularly well with many academics; we simply are not

trained to accept such fuzzy ideas. Many of us place limits on

what we will acknowledge as being real. We force the world to

conform to our limitations. To do otherwise would require us

to admit openly and embrace the fact that we ourselves are

vastly limited—an act of humility, courage, and, yes, faith that

many are either unwilling or unable to accept.

Nevertheless, at the outset I said that this book was not

intended to be a religious work. I stated that I intended to

focus on the practical wisdom that can be gleaned from Jesus’

teachings in order to provide insight on effective ways to lead
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ourselves and others. In that spirit I will not enter into an in-

depth analysis of the religious underpinnings and implica-

tions of the lessons that Jesus taught. Suffice it to say that this

analysis of these lessons provides an incomplete view—a view

that limits our understanding to the more concrete principles

that can be reasonably digested relative to human experience. 

At the same time, the lesson of this chapter pulls precari-

ously close to falling outside this domain. Jesus said that with

faith we could move mountains, we could do anything. This

is a powerful proclamation based on a powerful idea—faith.

Even within the domain of reasonable human experience, the

power of belief has been demonstrated repeatedly, as has been

illustrated in these chapters. The practical lesson—do not

underestimate the power of what you believe—is highly

potent. As Mark Twain reportedly put it, “If you think you can,

or you think you can’t, you’re probably right.”

This kind of perspective is demonstrated in both the

achievement and philosophy expressed by Carly Fiorina.1 In

1999 she was appointed President and CEO of Hewlett-

Packard (HP). Despite later running into difficulties that led

to her leaving the company, her appointment at HP made her,

among all woman top executives in history, the one leading

the largest enterprise ever. In a personal interview she said

“. . . I grew up with [a feeling that has carried over] into my life

and my professional career . . . a sense of ‘no limitations.’ I

grew up in a family where my parents made it very clear that

I could do anything I wanted to do, and the only limitation

that was placed on me was the one I put on myself.”2 This

spirit of exceptional belief, and a sense of mustard seed power,
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is apparent in views she has shared about leadership. In her

words, “Every man and every woman on this earth is born to

lead. A leader’s greatest obligation is to make possible an envi-

ronment where people’s minds and hearts can be inventive,

brave . . . where people can aspire to change the world . . . .

I love . . . seeing people and seeing organizations do more

than they thought they were capable of. I just love to see it.”3

It is also very important to keep the Golden Rule in mind.

Jesus frequently advocated his own version of this rule, either

directly or indirectly, throughout his teaching. The idea is to

use the power of faith (belief), but also to focus it on some-

thing worthwhile (a sincere concern for the welfare of others).

That is, we can have potentially mountain-moving golden

mustard seed power if we faithfully pursue doing for others as

we would have them do for us. Indeed, Jesus’ teachings point

to no greater way for humans to wield constructive power than

by combining the Golden Rule with the planting of positive

mustard seeds in human hearts.

One of the most poignant examples of this kind of moun-

tain-moving behavior was demonstrated through the caring

leadership style of Aaron Feuerstein, which was touched on

briefly earlier in this book. In 1995, much of Feuerstein’s tex-

tile company in Lawrence, Massachusetts, was destroyed by a

huge fire. Despite the devastation left in the wake of the

conflagration, he refused to follow the advice of many to close

down his mills. Instead, he kept all of his 2,400 employees on

payroll, costing him $1.5 million a week and risking his entire

life savings in the process. The board of directors, executives,

and his family thought he was crazy, but he felt an obligation
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to his workforce. He also refused to be the one to “kill” the

town of Lawrence, which depended so heavily on his com-

pany as the primary source of employment for its residents

that it would have been all but destroyed if he shut down. He

simply put the welfare of others ahead of himself. 

The mustard seeds he planted grew into large trees indeed.

Weekly production of the mill’s Polartec fabric went up more

than 50 percent compared to output before the fire. Feuerstein

proclaimed, “They have paid me back nearly tenfold.” And he

openly advocated the compassionate kind of leadership that

he has so admirably demonstrated: “We must show workers

the kind of loyalty they extend to us. . . . Not in the short term,

but in the long term, when companies act in an ethical way, it’s

good for business and good for the shareholder.”4

Feuerstein reported that he received nearly ten thousand

letters from employees across the country. Many stated that

his actions restored their faith, which had been badly shaken

by the vast number of companies whose cold, calculated

approach to business had left them feeling that organization

leaders no longer care about their employees. They viewed

Malden Mills as a symbol of what they would like to see in

corporate America. Feuerstein argued that businesses can be

run successfully without focusing only on the bottom line

and without caving in to pressures to downsize, but few try it.

He closed his comments during a 1997 presentation to the

Economic Club of Phoenix with a quote from the prophet

Jeremiah and then added his own related advice to focus on

kindness and justice instead of wealth: “Let the modern-day

CEO not brag about stock options . . . but of social responsi-
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bility and charity they have shown to workers and their com-

munity.” 

However, the story, and the challenges, of Malden Mills

does not end here. Limitations in the insurance settlement for

rebuilding the factory, a declining economy, other firms

making less expensive knockoffs of Polartec fabric, and vari-

ous other pressures in the industry that forced dozens of tex-

tile plants like Malden Mills to shut down, eventually forced

Feuerstein to file for Chapter 11.5 Nevertheless, even in the

face of this seemingly hopeless setback, he never gave up hope

of saving the jobs of his 1,200 employees and committed

himself to bringing the firm back to profitability and emerg-

ing from bankruptcy. In late 2003, the firm did just that and

more recently, Congress approved a multimillion dollar

expenditure for Polartec garments for all branches of the U.S

military. This, combined with a $100-million sale of land

adjacent to Malden Mills to a real-estate developer, enabled

Feuerstein to keep the company, and the jobs it provided,

alive. Regardless of how the story ends, Aaron Feuerstein has

dramatically demonstrated how a leader, relying on the power

of faith and a firm commitment to the welfare of others, can

stand up to even the most formidable setbacks and challenges

and plant potent seeds for the future.

In the end, when challenged to boil down his philosophy

to its essence, Jesus was very candid and direct. 

=

<
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And one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test

him. “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the 

greatest?” He said to him, “You shall love the Lord your

God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with

all your mind. This is the greatest and first commandment.

And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself. On these two commandments hang all the law 

and the prophets.” (Matt. 22: 35–40) 

In this simple statement, Jesus made his idea of the ultimate

goal clear—he set the sights squarely on love. 

The lesson of golden mustard seed power suggests that

love mixed with faith (the power of belief) can be the ultimate

source of strength. This is especially notable for leaders, who

are continually confronted with choices about how they will

treat and influence others. Jesus suggests that the combination

of love and faith is far more potent than mixing nitro and

glycerin or any other explosive combination. Maybe someday

these two powerful elements will be widely embraced as the

ultimate sources of truly great leadership. To date, only a

small number of leaders, like Gandhi and Mother Teresa and

apparently Aaron Feuerstein, seem to have understood this.

Maybe that is the ultimate lesson Jesus’ teachings will con-

tinue to offer leaders, today and for millennia to come: lead

with love and faith (with golden mustard seed power), and

overcoming mountainous challenges, indeed accomplishing

almost anything worthwhile, will be possible.
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Love and faith are the 

ultimate ingredients for 

mountain-moving leadership.

NOTES
1. This example is based on the leadership profile titled “Carly

Fiorina of Hewlett-Packard” by Seokhwa Yun and Henry P. Sims,
Jr. appearing in the book The New SuperLeadership: Leading Others
to Lead Themselves by Charles C. Manz and Henry P. Sims, Jr. (San
Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2001) pp. 87–93.

2. Ibid, pp. 88–89.
3. Ibid, p. 93.
4. This account of Aaron Feuerstein’s leadership at Malden Mills is

based on Julie Amparano, “Taking Good Care of Workers Pays
Off,” The Arizona Republic, Jan. 23, 1997, pp. E1, E8.

5. This information is based on the more detailed account of the
continued story of Malden Mills and its CEO Aaron Feuerstein
titled  “Malden Mills: A Contemporary Story of Spiritual and
Business Wisdom” by Robert D. Marx, appearing in the essay
“Spiritual Beliefs and Scholarship” by Charles C. Manz, Karen P.
Manz, Robert D. Marx, and Christopher P. Neck, Management
Communications Quarterly, Vol. 17, May 2004, pp. 611–620.
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Don’t Try to Serve 

Two Masters

No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the

one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise

the other. You cannot serve God and wealth. (Matt. 6: 24)

Jesus was unsurpassed in raising the most important and the

most challenging issues in life. This verse typifies this style. It

challenges all of us to deeply consider our life purpose (you

might prefer the word “mission” if you think in those terms);

perhaps especially those who want to live a positive meaning-

ful life but who also possess ambition and desire “to get

ahead.” 

In fact, the first edition of The Leadership Wisdom of Jesus

evoked a frequent response from readers. It went something

like this: “The book was very helpful to me and supported

much of what I believe and wish was more common in the

workplace. However, how can you reconcile Jesus’ emphasis

on ideals such as compassion and honesty with the hard 
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realities of the tough competitive business world?” Or, in

other words, how do foundational business values focused on

profitability, efficiency, and accountability fit with the virtues

that Jesus taught such as love, forgiveness, and integrity?

As I thought about the new edition of this book and what

I might add, it was this sticky area that kept coming to mind.

I must confess that it was with some hesitation that I finally

concluded that a chapter focused on the clash—and hopefully

the potential synergy—between traditional business values

and spiritual virtues would be right on target. Again, I want to

preface my comments by reminding readers, and myself, that

I am not a theologian and I am not trying to convert others or

to impose some kind of spiritual agenda on anyone. However,

I do hope that this chapter will raise important questions that

I believe are crucial for us all to consider in our quest for more

effective leadership of ourselves and others. I also think such

a discussion is particularly timely in the wake of recent busi-

ness scandals at organizations such as Enron and WorldCom.

Sad images of executives abusing power and misrepre-

senting financial results are still fresh in the minds of many

people. Ultimately, at Enron, and other firms, bankruptcy fol-

lowed. And more importantly, thousands of workers lost their

life’s savings as a result. While mental images remain of

greedy managers operating from lavish executive suites, mis-

using power to manipulate organizations (and the people that

work for and depend on them) for personal gain, it is refresh-

ing to see other executives who have chosen a far different

path. CEO Aaron Feuerstein, mentioned more than once else-

where in this book, showed compassion and courage when he
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risked all of his personal wealth by continuing to pay his

workforce while his company was being rebuilt in the wake of

a catastrophic fire. He was a successful businessman who put

his neck on the line for others, seemingly in contradiction to

“good business sense.” And I get a kick personally out of the

image of CEO Meg Whitman, having held several prestigious

positions with all their executive trappings at the likes of

Procter & Gamble, Disney, and Hasbro/Playskool, agreeing to

lead then-fledgling eBay. Under her leadership, eBay became

a multibillion dollar sales powerhouse, and she led the com-

pany from a humble cubicle, much like the ones that other

employees at the company worked from.1

Despite these contrasting examples, all too often it seems

that we mostly just read about power-hungry executive lead-

ers out for personal gain. Traditional business values, such as

profit, efficiency, and rationality, have dominated the litera-

ture on organizations relative to concepts related to virtues

such as compassion and caring. For example, in a study of

articles appearing in the Wall Street Journal, words focused on

things like “winning” and “competitive advantage” were being

used at an increasing rate while concepts such as virtue and

caring were nearly nonexistent.2 Yet dominant business values

that focus on the bottom line may directly contradict an indi-

vidual’s deep personal and even spiritual beliefs. When indi-

viduals have values such as integrity and honesty, but work in

organizations emphasizing a ruthless pursuit of profitability,

they may experience significant personal pressure to behave in

uncaring and even unethical ways.

Unfortunately, recent history has demonstrated that indi-
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viduals sometimes act in ways that are consistent with group

or organization norms but directly contradict their personal

values and beliefs. In fact, Enron-type scandals can be perpet-

uated by otherwise caring and honest people setting aside

their deeper personal values and either engaging in or con-

doning harmful, immoral, or illegal behavior. In order to ful-

fill work roles or to comply with directives from superiors, the

kind of lessons Jesus taught sometimes are thrown out the

window in favor of getting ahead or avoiding risking job secu-

rity. 

Jesus’ teachings, on the other hand, challenge us to stay

the course and answer the call to a more virtuous life and

career. We are challenged to pursue the very best in ourselves

and follow a path that may not offer quick riches, power, and

career advancement but rather offers the potential for a vital

and flourishing life, filled with deeper meaning and purpose.

Carol Tome, the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) of Home

Depot, shared an interesting personal experience with having

temporarily lost her focus on what was most important.3 She

told of how when she first held a leadership position, she gave

a performance appraisal to someone over the phone because

she was more focused on financial and business success than

the value of the person. She explained, “That was terrible, not

a very thoughtful thing to do. The reason I did it over the

phone was that I was involved in a deal, and I made that more

important than meeting with this associate.” Consequently,

the associate left the firm and Tome realized it was because of

her. She still regrets not having taken the time to meet with

the person, “To this day I kick myself for that.” She added,
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“my mother instilled in me a deep moral compass, driven by

faith in God as well as how important it is to give back . . . . ”

Later she described how her perspective about work has

changed to serve her deeper beliefs better. She still puts in the

effort for business success but that is not the primary focus

(“the master”) that she values most. She emphasized the

point by reflecting on what her tombstone might read: “If it

read, ‘She worked hard,’ that would mean I had failed. If it

read, ‘She made a difference in my life,’ it would mean I had

succeeded.”

The lessons taught by Jesus challenge us to make a strong

commitment to more virtuous values such as compassion,

honesty, and integrity even when they, at least in the short

run, contradict business values. For example, this might mean

choosing to provide a compassionate demeanor and extra ser-

vice to a customer with special needs even though the com-

pany norm is to handle such customer problems with an

efficient cost-effective yet uncaring response. Or, it might call

for fully supporting a legal or ethical standard, such as creat-

ing optimum safety in the manufacturing of a product or pro-

viding a service, even in the face of organizational pressure to

accomplish work in an efficient, low-cost manner that com-

promises safety standards.

Leading according to a higher standard requires these

kinds of difficult choices. It also demands careful attention to

the kind of people we select and develop to surround us when

we are in a position of leadership. It can be very tempting to

select only people who agree with and support our ideas, and

whose loyalty overshadows other values. Yet, in the complex,
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dynamic, global business environment leaders face today, it is

of utmost importance to work with people who will hold us

accountable and challenge us if we begin wandering into eth-

ically murky areas. This points to a new kind of loyalty that

supports leaders to be virtuous and not just successful in a tra-

ditional business sense. Jesus’ teachings about compassion

and forgiveness in no way rule out the importance of account-

ability and, in fact, reinforce its importance. But this account-

ability extends to leaders as much or more than their

followers and it calls for standards based on virtues such as

compassion, integrity, wisdom, and courage to do the right

thing, and not just measures of profitability and business suc-

cess. 

It is also important to emphasize that it is possible for

success in business (in terms of profitability and overall finan-

cial return) and choosing virtuous actions, to complement

each other . . . they do not have to be diametrically opposed.

For example, Sir John Templeton, arguably one of the most

successful investors in history, enjoyed spectacular financial

success in business, punctuated by his founding of the

extremely profitable Templeton Mutual Funds. Yet, through-

out his business career, he believed that spiritual principles

and values, not business ones, are the most important. He

even relied on spirituality and prayer to guide his business

decisions. 

In fact, originally, Templeton wanted to be a missionary

but realized that his talents were greater in business and that

many others had more talent for missionary work.4

Consequently he decided that he could do more good by pur-
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suing a business career that would enable him to generate the

resources needed to support missionaries and other workers

involved directly in spiritual pursuits. Templeton believed in

the oneness of humankind and managed the Templeton

funds with a focus beyond himself as a way of serving others,

both his clients and the many spiritual workers that were pro-

viding service to the world. Today he has literally changed the

world through the Templeton Foundation (which provides

millions of dollars in funding for projects serving humankind

across the globe) and the Templeton Prize, the largest philan-

thropic monetary award in existence.

His inspiring example raises the importance of means-

end relationships—keeping clear what are our ends and what

means are available to help us reach them. Business financial

success can be a means for serving humankind. Consistent

with Jesus’ teachings, Templeton did not serve two masters . . .

God and wealth. Rather, he worked diligently and ethically in

his business pursuits as a way of serving God and the people

on the planet who he viewed as his brothers and sisters.

Despite the difficult challenge seemingly posed by the tension

between spiritual values and career success, people like

Templeton introduce a new sense of hopefulness. Talents

applied well with integrity, compassion and wisdom can pro-

vide a foundation for servant leadership if we can keep

straight which “master” we are ultimately serving.
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NOTES
1. This example is based on information in the December 23, 2004

article “Face Time With Meg Whitman,” Fast Company, located on-
line at http://pf.fastcompany.com/magazine/46/facetime.html. 

2. Walsh, J.P., K. Weber,, and J.D. Margolis, (2003) “Social issues in
management: Our lost cause found.” Journal of Management, 29:
pp. 859–881

3. “First, Walk the Course,” as told to Eve Tahmincioglu, New York
Times, BU, p. 9, January 30, 2005.

4. This example is largely based on material originally appearing on
pp. 124–127 in the book The Wisdom of Solomon at Work by
Charles C. Manz, Karen P. Manz, Robert D. Marx, and Christopher
P. Neck (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2001).

http://pf.fastcompany.com/magazine/46/facetime.html
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�In the months and years following the publication of The

Leadership Wisdom of Jesus, I learned that many reading groups

and classes used the book as a resource for discussion. These

groups met in a variety of contexts such as college classrooms,

adult church classes, business executive groups, men’s groups,

and so forth, both in the U.S. and abroad. Sometimes I was

asked to speak at conferences or gatherings but most often the

groups met on their own. On occasion I was asked for sug-

gestions to help the groups with their study and discussions.

Here I will share some brief thoughts about the kinds of

things I have suggested to groups for consideration when they

used the book.

First, keep in mind that I tried to write the book so that it

could serve as a personal resource and point of reflection for

a variety of contexts and for people from varied backgrounds.

Also remember, as I have tried to make very clear, I am not a

minister or theologian. Rather, I wear several other hats
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including that of a professor, consultant and speaker, husband

and parent, writer, and a veteran of a variety of work settings

and life experiences and challenges. I believe the key to having

a successful discussion group is to carefully consider the spe-

cific needs and interests of the members of your group. 

Obviously the nature and tone of your meetings will

differ significantly depending on the context—for example, if

they take place at someone’s home as a neighborhood read-

ing group, or in a business organization, or in a church or

other religious setting. 

With this in mind I suggest that you think about the fol-

lowing questions before convening your group:

1. What is the purpose of our group? Why are participants

involved and what do they hope to learn and gain from their

involvement?

2. What kinds of language and nature of discussion will be

most inclusive and effective for the members of the group? For

example, is more religious language consistent with the

makeup of the group and something that will draw people in

and help them to more effectively connect with the discussion

or will it create a spirit of resistance in some members?

3. Are the group members equal peers or do authority struc-

tures or status issues need to be considered (for example, do

certain members report to other members in the group as part

of their work role)?
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4. Is the context of this group public (such as a state univer-

sity or community group that receives funding support from

the state, city or federal government) or private (such as a pri-

vate college or voluntary membership-based club)?

5. What other considerations can you think of that might

help you decide how best to create a context of open, inclu-

sive communication, or whatever else is most consistent with

the needs and goals of the participants?

Another important part of creating a successful discussion

group or class centers on the kinds of specific ideas and topics

that are addressed. Some classes have reviewed and discussed

the book sequentially on a simple chapter-by-chapter basis.

Others have approached the book with a specific theme in

mind such as “exploring how to become an effective servant

leader.” As an example of how servant leadership might be

taught and discussed in a learning context, a colleague of

mine has used the book, and especially the chapter “Lead by

Serving,” as background material and then taken a number of

passages from the scriptures that directly address the idea of

being a servant as a basis for discussion. Some of the specific

verses include:

. . . whoever wishes to become great among you must be 

your servant and whoever wishes to be first among you 

must become the slave of all. (Mark 10: 44)
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So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you

ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an

example, that you also should do as I have done to you.

(John 13: 14–15 )

No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for

one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command

you. I do not call you servants any longer, because the ser-

vant does not know what the master is doing; but I have

called you friends . . . (John 15: 13–15)

By reflecting on and discussing a variety of verses, such as

the ones listed here, the potential for fostering mutual learn-

ing and development is created in the context of an engag-

ing interactive communication process. Such a discussion,

anchored to Jesus’ teachings, should enable participants to

discover a better sense of what being a servant leader might

mean for themselves and others.

My own experience has been that often the key can be to

have some good overall questions that effectively engage both

the thinking and participation of group members. The fol-

lowing list of potential discussion questions is intended only

as a starting point for generating questions that fit the needs

of your specific group. I encourage you to consider each ques-

tion and whether it would be a helpful point of departure for

dialogue. I also encourage you to adapt and rewrite the ques-

tions as you see fit and to generate your own questions that

are customized to your unique context.
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Suggested Discussion Questions

1. Why are Jesus' teachings relevant for organizations

today? Why should we look to Jesus' teachings for lead-

ership guidance?

2. What are some of the major points you feel Jesus was

trying to make that are relevant to leadership today? 

3. What does the wisdom of Jesus suggest is the first thing

a person should do if they want to become an effective

leader? 

4. Do you believe that you need to be a Christian to benefit

from Jesus’ teachings for leadership? In what ways might

Jesus’ teachings guide leaders associated with various

religions and cultures to help make the world a more

caring and healthier place for us all?

5. Are there organizations that you feel exemplify the spirit

of Jesus’ teachings? Can you provide concrete examples? 

6. Are there leaders that you feel exemplify the spirit of

Jesus’ teachings? Can you provide concrete examples? 

7. What about your organization/place of work? Does it

operate in a way that is consistent with the wisdom of

Jesus? What parts of the organization and what people



178 Discussion Guide

do you believe act according to Jesus’ teachings? What

kind of results do they reap from what they sow? 

8. What are the risks of adopting principles consistent with

the teachings of Jesus in your work and leadership? 

9. Identify some potential benefits of adopting behavior

consistent with the wisdom of Jesus in your life? In your

career?

10. Discuss the following ideas. How could you more fully

put them into practice in your own behavior and leader-

ship, and what would be the likely results? 

� Lead yourself first 

� The Golden Rule 

� Servant Leadership 

� Compassion 

� Forgiveness 

� Humility 

� Gathering all the "lost sheep" 

� Recognizing the value of every person 

� Planting golden mustard seeds 

11. What other issues do you believe are important consider-

ations in trying to act consistently with the teachings of

Jesus in your life, work, and leadership?

12. What other questions related to the book might be espe-

cially pertinent to your group? 
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I hope these suggestions and questions are helpful to you

for creating a highly engaging and insightful reading and dis-

cussion group or class. One of the interesting aspects of Jesus’

teaching style is that he often shared examples and stories that

allowed others to interpret meaning and relevance to their

own situation. Rather than taking a condescending stance, he

solicited the thinking and participation of the listener. It

seems appropriate that a discussion group or class addressing

the material presented in this book, which was written with

the hope of effectively drawing on the wisdom Jesus shared,

would similarly draw people in to think for themselves. As

Jesus effectively demonstrated, this kind of highly involving

approach can be a potent way to consider and discuss the

meaning of some very powerful ideas that are capable of

changing the way we think about life, work, and leadership

forever. I sincerely hope that this short guide and the content

of this book will help you and your group capture this kind of

spirit.
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