










Pride

Foremost among these obstacles is “pride” in its
myriad forms. It’s the antithesis of God-centered humility,
a humility personified by Jesus Christ. While a few
leaders identified “pride” generally as an obstacle, most
elaborated further, citing self-centeredness, an
unwillingness to take advice, a mindset that they are
“above” others, demands to be in control, refusing to trust
God or to submit to Him, an unwillingness to accept
criticism, a propensity to impose views on others and a
refusal to trust others enough to delegate work. Both men
and women put pride atop their obstacles list.

Reputation and Ambition

One could also include in the pride category obstacles
like “concern for one’s reputation” and “drive for
success,” but these are separated out in Table 7-1 given
the significant frequency with which they appear. The

reputation issue is a
biggie, it seems. Call it
concern for one’s image.
Call it a focus on
“people-pleasing” over
God-pleasing. Regardless
the label, many Christians
don’t want to risk
friendships and

promotion opportunities for the sake of their faith. They
also wrestle with ambition—the desire to climb higher
and faster in their career—at the expense of a consistently
Christlike disposition. Clearly, the potential social
consequences and job consequences of taking one’s faith
seriously sometimes crowd God out of Christians’ work
lives.
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Too often we are like Jonah,
trying to choose our battles
and minimize our risks.

John F. Price, Jr.
Captain

US Air Force
North Dakota
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Corporate Culture

Whereas ambition and concern for reputation are
internal obstacles, the corporate culture—the environment
in which one works—is an external obstacle with similar
effects on one’s character. Without vigilance, people can
drift to become like those around them at work and some
of our leaders recognize this problem. Adopting the
assumptions of the secular organizations (e.g.,
assumptions about the way work should be done, the way
to relate to people and how to make decisions) sometimes
undermines one’s ability to act like Jesus on the job and to
make the decisions that He would make.

Communication Problems

Communication problems in their various forms, are
also a major inhibitor.
Cited in this general
category are things
like an unwillingness
to communicate, an
inability to criticize
and poor listening
skills. Relatedly,
there is the issue of
controlling one’s
tongue. Many report
difficulty here, saying that they are not gentle, they are not
meek, they lose their temper too often, they are
hypercritical or that they have a tendency to gossip. This
affirms and supplements the finding in chapter 3 that
Christians could benefit from some improvement in the
area of gentleness. Chapter 3 also reported that patience
might be a problem for Christian leaders and indeed, a
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I seem to often wake up
agnostic and need to enter into
a devotional time to reconnect
with the Lord. If I forget...then I
can get angry or abrupt and fail
to treat vendors and suppliers
with respect.

Stephen Garrison
Owner

Garrison Developments
California
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substantial proportion of both men and women cite
impatience as an obstacle  in communication.

Conflict Resolution Skills

Also related to communication issues, both genders
cite poor conflict resolution skills as a barrier to living
their faith at work. These Christians understand that they
are called to be “peacemakers” (Matthew 5:9), but many
avoid or ignore conflict, saying they “don’t like to deal
with it” or that they are “not very good at resolving
interpersonal problems.”

Busyness or Overcommitment

Busyness or overcommitment showed up frequently
in the survey as well. It’s a problem that transcends
genders, but in this sample, more women than men
indicated that their frenetic darting from task to task
undermines their ability to care about and meet others’
needs. Relatedly, leaders also report that the natural end of
this busyness—burnout—also limits their witness.

Task or Financial Orientation

As shown in chapter 1, a challenge for the Christian
manager is to balance concern for results with a concern
for people. Many Christian leaders are apparently keenly
aware that the former inhibits the latter for them.

Lack of Care for Others

This may be the other side
of the task orientation coin.
Clearly it would be impossible
to love and serve others, and to
put others’ needs first, if one
doesn’t really care about those
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I'd be a great manager
if it weren't for the
people.

Name Withheld
Chief Financial Officer

Georgia
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other people. A notable proportion of those sampled stated
outright that they have little compassion or care for those
around them at work, precluding them from being
authentic witnesses to the truth of God’s love.

Beating the Obstacle Course

This is quite an array of obstacles, but for the
Christian who is willing to work at it, this is one obstacle
course that can be conquered.

Some of the impediments have reasonably obvious
solutions. Busyness is remedied by adopting a simpler
lifestyle—by choosing to do fewer things, by saying no to
the lesser things in favor of excellence in doing the greater
things. It’s a choice, by God’s grace, and myriad
magazine articles and best-selling Christian books show
that the power to beat busyness resides with you.
Similarly, having poor conflict resolution skills can be
addressed somewhat efficiently by learning about how to
do this better and by practicing the techniques. Influential
secular resources like Getting to Yes and Getting Past
No,2 as well as Christian resources like The Peacemaker3

will take you to the next level in this area if you make the
time to adopt and implement their recommendations.
These are skills, and like any other skills, the more you
practice them the more capable you become in conflict
resolution.

But what about the other obstacles obstructing your
path? What about pride, people pleasing, impatience, low
compassion or a loose tongue? What about the tendency
to be molded in the worldly image of a corporate culture?
How does one remedy such obstinate problems? How
does one finally move the boulders that have for decades
blocked the road between knowing and doing? The next
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chapter presents what I hope will be some helpful
answers.

Notes

1. Of these 152 leaders, 124 were new to this study, not part
of the original sample of 328 leaders.

2. Fisher, Roger, William Ury and Bruce Patton: 1981,
Getting to Yes: Negotiating and Agreement Without
Giving In, (Penguin, New York, NY). Ury, William: 1991,
Getting Past No: Negotiating Your Way From
Confrontation To Cooperation, (Bantam Books, New
York, NY).

3. Sande, Ken: 1997, The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to
Resolving Personal Conflict, (Baker Books: Grand
Rapids, MI).

70

ORDINARY PEOPLE, EXTRAORDINARY LEADERS

OrdinaryPeople422.qxd  4/22/2002  9:52 PM  Page 70



71

Primary Obstacles to Christian Leadership

Pride Issues

Self-centeredness
A “me-first” attitude
Won’t listen to others/won’t

take advice from others
I don’t take criticism well
Impose my views on others
I must be in control of the

situation
Think in terms of a

hierarchy of persons
Too much focus on my

rights
Self-reliance
I lack trust in

God/submission to God
Ignoring God
Making time for God
Not God-centered enough
I must be right all the time
Concern for my reputation
Fear of persecution
Desire to belong with the

group
Ambition/drive for

success/career
orientation

Money and power/greed
Temporal focus

Communication Issues

Unwillingness to
communicate

I’m unapproachable
Inability to criticize
Poor listening skills
Poor conflict resolution

skills/don’t like to deal
with conflict

Can’t control my tongue
Not gentle/not meek
Lack of self-control
Lose my temper often
Hyper-critical and

judgmental
I gossip too much
I complain a lot
I speak too quickly
Not persuasive enough

Corporate Culture Issues

My corporate culture
Corporate policies
Organizational priorities
Hating my organization

Appendix to Chapter 7
Obstacles to Living the Faith at Work
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Care for Others Issues

Don’t care about others/no
love for them

Don’t want to serve people
Not employee oriented
Lack compassion
Not merciful

Task-Orientation Issues

Too focused on the task
Need to get work done/

produce
Rules oriented
Financially oriented

Busyness Issues

Too busy
Improper balance
Deadlines
Over commitment

Miscellaneous Issues

Unwillingness to forgive
I seek revenge
Impatience
Lack business skills/

experience/knowledge
Lack knowledge of what a

Christian should do
Burnout
Ingratitude
Worry/anxiety
Don’t get along with people
Subconscious discrimina-

tion on my part
Poor time management
Perfectionism
Laziness/procrastination
Budget is too small
I’m not generous
I don’t trust employees to

do it right
My secular professional

training
Lack of a personal mission/

purpose
Lack of self-esteem/

confidence
No inner peace about life
No happiness or joy in my

life

Appendix to Chapter 7 (Continued)
Obstacles to Living the Faith at Work
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CHAPTER 8

THE SECRET TO BETTER

CHRISTIAN LEADERSHIP

So far in this book I’ve explored the priorities and
practices of Christian leaders, I’ve profiled the model
“fruit of the Spirit” leader, and I’ve identified the major
stumbling blocks to becoming such a leader. What
remains, though, is crucial: how to get from A to B, from
where you are now to where God wants you to be. Seeing
the obstacles clearly is an important part of the journey,
but it’s not enough. Seeing doesn’t guarantee
circumventing. It doesn’t guarantee personal progress,
spiritual growth, or “leadership success” in God’s eyes.

But what does?

First, I should say that there’s no quick-and-easy fix
here. There’s no magic wand that you can wave to assure
sanctified leadership by next Monday morning. Contrary
to what you might infer from reading certain magazine
articles, hearing well-intended sermons, or picking up a
popular book on the subject, no one can take three easy
steps to become a God-honoring Christian leader. That’s
far too simplistic. Overcoming one’s character flaws and
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one’s very nature, not to mention a lifetime of bad habits,
is one of the most challenging conundrums with which
man has ever wrestled. 

Today, though, we are the beneficiaries of all of that
wrestling. Centuries of exegesis and examen have
furnished us with perspective, with hope, with a way to
remove the boulders in the road that takes us from
knowing the faith to consistently and joyfully living the
faith.

The first part of the solution is this: recognize that
you’re not strong enough to remove the boulders. On our
own, we don’t have the power to permanently beat things
like pride, greed, ambition, impatience, concern for
reputation or lack of compassion. That, I think, is by
God’s design. God does not want us to pursue
sanctification and Christian living by ourselves. Quite the
opposite, God wants us to depend on Him to move the
boulders for us.

That’s a very different approach from the one tried by
legions of Christians. Many have attempted to become
Christian leaders—and have achieved quite patchy
results—by learning about how Christianity applies to
leadership or to various organizational functions like
employee management, marketing or financial
management.  The problem with that is not necessarily
with the books, classes and seminars themselves, but with
the exclusive reliance on such resources. This myopic
reliance ignores the foundational inward journey that
must take place if one wants to consistently practice the
things that one learns about in these books and in these
educational venues. 

Reading is not enough. Hearing is not enough.
Knowing is not enough. Trying hard is not enough.
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Making heart-felt vows to do better next time is not
enough. What’s required is something more, something
deeper, something relational.

I’m not a fan of silver bullets, especially in the
theological realm. But this much is true.  If there’s one
“secret to success” in Christian leadership, it is that we
lead best when God is leading us. That’s far from a quick
fix; rather, it’s a declaration that God-honoring leadership
doesn’t happen because we try to make it happen.
Successful leadership is a product of much groundwork,
of much time spent with the One whom we are ultimately
seeking to please. Making the right decisions at work,
choosing the correct priorities, relating to people as Jesus
would relate to them, performing with excellence no
matter the task or the pay—all of the attitudes and
behaviors to which Christians should aspire to in the
workplace—happen more consistently when they are the
outgrowth of an active and growing relationship with
God.

When you make your relationship with God a priority
in your life, correct attitudes and behaviors are an
automatic response at work and everywhere else. They’re
instinctive and inevitable. The obstacles are still in
proximity, but they
are less of a nuisance
because God confers
on those close to Him
a clearer vision to see
the world as He sees
it. You’re more likely
to live in continued
cognizance of God’s
will, a cognizance
that bulldozes your
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One can be a successful
business person and also be a
faithful follower of Christ. But
that will only happen if we
decide to make Christ Number
One and then make business
align. It will not work the other
way.

Steve Wilson
President

Storage Investors Management
Florida
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personal obstacles by keeping you mindful of what really
matters in life. It’s not a magic wand, but it is quite
miraculous. You become a fundamentally different
person, empowered to do things that you were never able
to do in your own strength.

By contrast, when we do not give relationship with
God top priority, the yoke of Christian leadership often
seems arduous. It becomes a burden rather than a blessing
because it contravenes what is intrinsic both to us and,
often, to our work environments. As a result, considerable
obstacles appear at every turn. We are tempted to live and
work for ourselves and by our own rules. Career or
paycheck may become an idol, leading to a busyness that
only accelerates the downward spiral. Our values and
priorities are more easily tossed about by the powerful
waves of corporate culture. Desire to preserve friendships
and to “fit in” become more important than friendship
with God. The norms of the workplace govern the use of
our tongue. An innate self-centeredness may desensitize
us to the needs of others. Under these circumstances, even
if we do discern the obstacles, it is to little avail since
those obstacles appear to be impassable.

So there is a choice to be made, a choice that is freely
available to anyone who seeks to take seriously a calling
to Christian leadership. You can lay the foundation by
cultivating your relationship with God, making it top
priority in your life or you may choose to relegate the
relationship to a lesser position. Appreciate, though, that
choosing the former is a prerequisite for successful
Christian leadership.

How does one make that choice—and really follow
through on it? Let me first say how this is not done,
because many have been sidetracked into this dead-end. It
is not done by becoming more religious or by doing a lot
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of religious things. Relationship with God is different
from religiosity. One leader in this study made this point
so compellably that it deserves extended quotation. Jeff
Pohlman, owner of Alpha Capital in Texas, wrote:

It took awhile to learn this. In short, God let me
know that I had “religion” down pat. However, I
had little or no “relationship” with Him. Yes, I
knew how to “pray,” and I could be eloquent,
covering all the bases of request with a heartfelt
attitude. I knew how to “read the Word” and even
dabble in Greek and Hebrew. I knew how to “give
tithes and offerings.” I knew how to “attend
meetings” with fervency and regularity. I knew
how to participate in “missions” and “local
outreach programs.” And I knew how to
“evangelize.” I was a “good person,” and a doer at
that. But, the Lord stopped me in my tracks and
said that all I had amassed was a great ability to be
religious. Those are all good things, not to be
derided, but I had them out of order. They are to
come after getting one thing straight. It was time
to know Him first and deeply.

That quote speaks volumes because it shows that even
seasoned Christians often buy-in to the myth that doing
religious things is a pathway to growth. It’s not a pathway,
as many like this leader have learned through laborious

and often painful trial-
and-error. Instead, the
pathway entails making
the time to practice the
spiritual disciplines
taught by the giants of
the faith for centuries,
disciplines perhaps best
summarized in the
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To have something to give to
other people, you need to be
receiving as well. Be strong in
the spiritual disciplines.

Keith Simila
Director of Engineering and

Aviation Management
USDA Forest Service 

Alaska District

OrdinaryPeople422.qxd  4/22/2002  9:52 PM  Page 77



contemporary classic, Celebration of Discipline.1 As
shown there and in other fine resources on the subject,2

the pathway entails spending time with God in prayer,
worship, meditation and Bible study. It entails confessing
sin, submitting to God’s will and receiving
encouragement and guidance from those who are more
mature in the faith. It entails living a life of relative
simplicity, making time for solitude, celebrating and
enjoying life and cheerfully serving others. These are not
legalistic requirements, more things for the to-do list.
Rather, they collectively represent a lifestyle that puts us
in a place where God generously pours out His grace.
Many are familiar with the disciplines, but if you are not,
know that they are the starting point for you. To become a
better leader and a better Christian generally, become a
student and a practitioner of the spiritual disciplines.

This is not new information. It is very old information.
But it is timeless and among the most valuable
information one can receive. Christlike leadership does
not begin with a leadership book, with a sermon, with a
course or with the knowledge of best practices and clever
ideas. Such things are important adjuncts, but recognize
that they are only adjuncts. Instead, Christlike leadership
begins with Christ.

Notes

1. Foster, Richard J. Celebration of Discipline: The Path to
Spiritual Growth, Harper: New York, 1978.

2. See, for example, The Spirit of the Disciplines and The
Divine Conspiracy by Dallas Willard, The Life You’ve
Always Wanted by John Ortberg and Spiritual Disciplines
for the Christian Life by Donald Whitney.
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CHAPTER 9

AN EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the preceding chapters, I have detailed the results of
my study of Christian leaders and managers. For your
convenience, this chapter serves as an executive
summary, reviewing, in broad strokes, some of the
intriguing things learned about Christian leadership
through this project. 

Employee Management

With regard to employee management, there is a
primary tension facing every Christian leader: the balance
between concern for employees and concern for
production.  That is, a balance between serving employees
and enhancing organizational performance, between
meeting people’s needs and getting the job done more
efficiently and effectively.  Often there is overlap in these
concerns and we are able to satisfy all needs
simultaneously.  Many best practices reside in this
intersection.  Other times, though, Christian leaders have
to choose between competing concerns, and many permit
concerns for performance to dominate concerns for
employee needs.
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Financial Stewardship

Christian leaders can follow prophets or chase profits.
But the best ones find a way to do both, conceptualizing
themselves as stewards of the financial resources placed
at their disposal. I  found here that leaders who are more
stewardship-oriented in their beliefs also administer
finances somewhat differently from their peers. They are
more likely to pay all work-related bills on time, to stay
within their budgets and to treat profit as a means, not an
end. However, leaders in top management positions may
find the faithful implementation of stewardship to be
more challenging given the unique obstacles they face.

Business Acumen

Christian leaders are very confident in their abilities to
serve the customer, to get results and to solve problems.
They report being good planners with decent long-term
vision, but admit significant room for improvement in
their personal demeanor as they pursue their managerial
objectives.

Unconventional Management Tools

Christian leaders view both Scripture and prayer as
useful management tools. Those who do habitually seek
God’s will through prayer in the workplace experience
tremendous blessings in both their leadership competence
and their Christian character.

Witnessing in the Workplace

Evangelizing is a priority for some committed
Christians but not others. Among those who do verbally
witness at work, there is a lot of diversity in the frequency
with which they choose to share the Gospel message.
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Overall, it seems that those who verbally witness at work
the most are those for whom witnessing is the natural
outgrowth of a mature and growing relationship with
God.

Model Christian Leadership

When God is working within a Christian, that person
shows signs of God’s supernatural presence. Commonly
called “the fruit of the Spirit,” leaders who report the
greatest manifestation of these nine virtues have a distinct
set of priorities and practices in the workplace with
respect to employees, finances, customers and other
stakeholders.

Primary Obstacles to Christlike Leadership

There are many stumbling blocks to a leader’s
successful implementation of Christian principles. My
interviews with over 150 leaders put pride-related issues
at the top, but identified several other obstinate barriers as
well, including many entailing problems with
communication.

The Secret to Better Christian Leadership

How does one overcome the major obstacles to be a
more authentic, faithful Christian leader? A good start for
many would be to temporarily shelve the leadership
resources and instead, invest more time cultivating a
closer relationship with God.
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APPENDIX

THE METHODOLOGY FOR THIS STUDY

Design & Validity of the Survey Instrument

The data for this research come from the eighty-eight-
item Regent University Christian Business Practices
Study, designed in 1999–2000 and administered in the
summer of 2000. It has seven sections, three of which are
quantitative (Employee Management Issues and Other
Business Issues, How Others View You at Work,
Theological Perspectives), three of which are qualitative
(Your Advice to Other Christians, People You Have
Influenced On the Job, Your Definition of Servant
Leadership) and one that is a combination (Demographic
Information).

Each item in the survey is mapped to scripture, in
particular, to the “Book of Proverbs,” the Matthean
Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3–12) and to Paul’s “fruit of the
Spirit” list in Galatians 5. To do this, I made significant
use of my previous work, Management by Proverbs, and
a colleague’s work, Be a Manager for God’s Sake (Bruce
Winston, 1999), to generate the specific items. Thus, I ask
in Item 1 about a leader’s approachability because the
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exegesis in these resources concludes that Christian
leaders should be approachable. Similarly, I ask about
treating financial resources as God’s resources, paying
bills on time, the frequency of praising employees, etc.,
because such questions flow from these previously
published works in applied Christianity. I ask about the
“fruit of the Spirit” manifestations because this list is
widely recognized as a succinct, if not exhaustive,
enumeration of Christian character traits.

A panel of business professors at Regent University
screened the initial set of survey items for clarity and
content, making several useful recommendations and
corrections. The survey was edited accordingly, reviewed
again by the panel, re-edited, etc., until it achieved its
final form, several iterations later. The expertise of many
Christian scholars stands behind the subject matter and
wording of this instrument.

Regarding scaling, for almost every item on the
survey, I chose a six-point scale with relatively
equidistant points: (1) Strongly disagree, (2) Moderately
disagree, (3) Mildly disagree, (4) Mildly agree, (5)
Moderately agree, and (6) Strongly agree. Note that there
is no neutral middle point as in some other surveys. The
rationale for offering no middle point is that Christian
leaders who take the time to complete a long survey likely
have some leaning on each issue raised in the survey. By
compelling respondents to at least mildly agree or
disagree with each item, I eliminated the possibility of
respondents relying on a neutral middle point because of
intellectual fatigue or laziness when completing the
survey.

There are four other design strategies I employed to
increase the validity of the data. First, there is a prominent
caution at the beginning of the survey that says:
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PLEASE READ THIS FIRST
The information that you provide on this survey is
CONFIDENTIAL so please be candid in your
responses. To do sound research, we need you to
share with us your actual workplace attitudes and
behaviors, rather than the attitudes and behaviors
that you think should be reflected in a Christian
manager. Thank you for taking the time to
participate in what may prove to be a landmark
study.

Second, items are worded to ensure that the “socially
desirable” response is not always to agree with the
statement. The rationale here is to minimize any
sequencing bias—the tendency to keep circling, say, 5s,
all the way down a column to just get through the survey
expediently. An example is the following juxtaposition of
items:

2. I consider it to be part of my job to quickly
resolve conflicts among my employees
3. It is not my responsibility to reduce the work-
related stress level of my employees

Third, some narrative items are worded to legitimize
both agreement and disagreement with the statement,
hence reducing the social desirability of either end of the
spectrum. An example of this technique would be:

Some managers regularly seek input from their
employees. Others find that decisions are made
more smoothly when employees have little or no
input. About how often do you seek input from
your employees for the decisions you have to
make (whether by one-on-one conversation, group
meetings, email, phone or any other means)?
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Fourth, we pilot-tested the survey with many of our
Executive MBA students and friends of the faculty to
fine-tune questions for clarity.

The Sample

I compiled the primary mailing list for this survey by
(1) accessing the many Christian business directories
freely available on the Internet and (2) identifying
managers and leaders in the Regent University alumni and
business student databases. I made a significant effort to
balance the sample geographically (within the United
States). The database drawn from the Internet included
1,201 names and addresses and the Regent database
included 750 names and addresses. In total, I sent out
1,951 surveys.

Of the 1,951 surveys distributed, ninety-eight came
back because of an outdated or inaccurate address.
Twenty-seven of these were re-sent with corrected
addresses, bringing the total distribution to 1,880 surveys.
Of these, 328 were returned for a response rate of 17.4
percent. This response rate is somewhat low, but
respectable given the length of the survey and the fact that
this is essentially a “cold-calling” technique.

Because our mailing list is comprised exclusively of
Christians who are (1) willing to list themselves as
Christian leaders or managers in business directories, (2)
affiliated with Christian-business organizations, or (3)
current or former attendees of a Christian business school,
my sample is likely more faith-centered and theologically
conservative than marketplace Christians generally.
However, in this study I am not trying to generalize about
what “Christians” do at work. Rather, this exploratory
research is limited to questions of the attitudes, priorities
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and practices of leaders who seek to apply their Christian
faith in the workplace.

Data Analysis

Few of the conclusions in this study are based on the
generation and examination of mere summary statistics
like averages, standard deviations and frequencies.
Although many of the tables and figures in this book may
make the analysis look deceptively simplistic, in almost
all cases the data were scrutinized through hypothesis
tests, correlation analysis, multiple regressions, factor
analysis and/or other relatively sophisticated techniques.
Although the specifics of each analysis in this study are
beyond the scope of this appendix, further information
about any analysis, as well as some academic articles on
selected subjects herein, are available from the author.
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