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CHAPTER 1

Decide to Be a Leader

You were born to be a leader. No matter who you are, no matter what 
family you were born into, no matter where in the birth order you 

fi nd yourself, and regardless of the talents you either were or were not 
born with, you are a leader. Th e scope of your infl uence may be large or 
small, but you are a leader. You may infl uence only a handful of people 
in your lifetime or you may give direction to large organizations. Either 
way, you are a leader. You are a leader among your friends in some way. 
If you are married, you are a leader. If you are a parent, you are a leader. 

Every arena of life needs leaders. Every collection of people brings 
together a diversity of interests, attitudes, and agendas. Without lead-
ership, the imperfections in the hearts of these otherwise mutually 
invested individuals creates havoc, hurt feelings, and disharmony. God 
provided you as a leader, whether we call you father, mother, coach, 
director, manager, CEO, or mentor, to harness the potential and min-
imize the hurt when these talented individuals synthesize their eff orts. 

Check Out Your Childhood
Th at you are a leader is not an accident. God has been building 

your place of infl uence ever since you were born. To help determine 
your place of infl uence and the scope of your leadership, look back at 
the markers on your journey that point to what God has been doing 

10 Best Decisions a Leader Can Make.indd   23 12/21/12   8:30 AM

Copyrighted material



The 10 Best Decisions a Leader Can Make24

in your life. As you read through the Bible, you will encounter many 
influential people with varied paths to their purpose. 

Jacob, who was to become the patriarch of the twelve tribes of Israel, 
appears to have naturally been a manipulator. “He grasped his broth-
er’s heel” while in the womb (Hosea 12:3), he stole his brother’s birth-
right (Genesis 25:29-34), and he had to wrestle with God in order to 
soften his heart (Genesis 32:22-32). Before Jeremiah was born, he was 
appointed to be “a prophet to the nations” (   Jeremiah 1:5). This sounds 
noble and exciting except that his ministry was difficult. In his own 
words he said, “ Why did I ever come out of the womb to see trouble 
and sorrow and to end my days in shame?” (   Jeremiah 20:18). Perez had 
the misfortune of being born to scandalous parents, Judah and Tamar, 
only to have his genealogy lead to the birth of King David (Genesis 
38:27-30; Ruth 4:18-22). John the Baptist was “filled with the Holy 
Spirit even before he [was] born” (Luke 1:15). An anonymous man was 
born physically lame and lived that way for decades before he met Peter 
and John, who healed him resulting in a great outburst of praise and 
amazement (Acts 3:1-10). Timothy grew up in a home that was spir-
itually focused so he was encouraged to “continue in what you have 
learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from 
whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the Holy 
Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith 
in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:14-15). 

The circumstances are different but the principle is the same. God 
has been busy preparing us for our place of influence throughout our 
lives.

As I look back on my life, leadership was part of my journey before I 
was even aware of it. On the playground I was often asked to be a team 
captain who had responsibility for choosing up teams. In the classroom 
I was often asked to head up a project team, simple as the projects were. 
I didn’t recognize it as leadership. I was just glad to be part of things.

In sixth grade, I was asked to be the master of ceremonies for the 
school Christmas program. I would introduce the program, manage 
transitions, and make strategic announcements. As part of the pro-
gram, I joined the school choir. I would come out from the choir for 
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Decide to Be a Leader 25

my emcee responsibilities and then rejoin the singers. As practice began, 
it was obvious there was a problem. I first saw it in the face of the direc-
tor. He had this twisted, sour look on his face. He could tell the choir 
was off-key, but he couldn’t figure out why. It turned out it was me. I 
was singing off-key with enthusiasm. I was loud enough that I was pull-
ing those near me off-key, and the wave spread from there. 

I am still not sure why, but he decided to leave me in the choir. He 
did ask me to mouth the words without actually singing, however. 
Right on schedule, I came out of the choir for each transition and made 
my announcements from the podium. No one in the audience ever 
knew that I was a lip-syncing emcee. I have to conclude that the choir 
director left me in the choir because it was a good leadership move and 
it helped move the program forward.

I really had no business being in the choir. I couldn’t tell what on-
key even meant, and it wasn’t for lack of training. My mom was a tal-
ented singer with a natural ear for music. My sister also had an ear for 
music, which motivated her to regularly sing in school choirs. My dad, 
my brother, and I were a different story. We all played the radio well 
and sang with enthusiasm, but none of us could tell the difference 
between a flat note and a flat pancake. Apparently, the music gene in 
my family is canceled out by the Y chromosome. 1

It was, however, a significant moment in my leadership develop-
ment. I wasn’t wise enough at twelve years old to know what this meant, 
but I have reflected on that experience often and concluded that my 
place in leadership includes onstage activity and directing people. I 
also concluded my place does not include musical performance. It has 
helped me realize that when it comes to finding our places of influence, 
what we say no to is just as important as what we say yes to.

What Are Others Asking of You?
The next step in my discovery was a vague realization that people 

were asking me for advice. I considered myself to be just an average 
high school student with nothing more to offer than any of my peers. 
It seemed strange to me, then, that friends would ask with regularity 
if they could talk with me. Sometimes they would ask for help with 
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school work. Sometimes they wanted my perspective on a relation-
ship issue. At other times, they wanted to talk about their frustrations 
with their parents. I didn’t understand why they were asking me, but it 
seemed important that I engage them. 

Looking back, I understand now that this was the next step in my 
leadership journey. God was giving me previews of what was to come. 
I certainly didn’t possess the wisdom, experience, or training to give 
authoritative advice or guide others with skill in their most important 
life decisions, but God had to start somewhere. As more people asked 
questions, I couldn’t ignore the sense that this was part of what I was 
designed for. 

When you look back at your childhood, what markers can you 
identify that help reveal God’s design for your leadership?

Examine Your Experience
In lots of ways, we are all the same. In general terms, we were all 

born into a family, grew up with friends, and have some type of educa-
tional and career experience. In the details, however, we are all unique. 
We have had a series of experiences that create memories and force us 
to develop skills to adjust to our particular situation. 

When it came time to choose a focus for my master’s degree, I 
thought back to my own experience and the history of helping people 
that had accumulated. It made sense that I pursue a degree focused on 
helping others. I decided that all my elective classes during seminary 
would be in pastoral counseling. I wanted to learn all I could about 
people’s personal growth, vital relationships, and obstacles to healthy 
living. Since people were inclined to ask me for help, I wanted to be as 
skilled as possible in leading them.
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The Big Moment
But the experience that forever changed my journey happened 

when I was sixteen years old. I was independent and competitive and 
believed I could face any challenge with courage and skill. When my 
best friend asked me to spend the night with him so his dad could take 
us to a movie that was just out called The Exorcist, I honestly believed I 
could handle it. I expected to be mildly shocked by the special effects 
before I laughed off the movie’s impact. It would be just another chal-
lenge to overcome. I had heard, however, that the movie was based on 
something true. That thought hovered around my mind as I watched 
the film. Somewhere along the way, the thought occurred to me, I don’t 
see any difference between me and the girl on the screen. I know Holly-
wood has overdone this, but if anything like that could happen to her, what 
would keep it from happening to me?

I left with no answers.
My family didn’t go to church and we didn’t have any family friends 

so there was no one I could turn to for answers. We did, however, have 
a Bible in our house. I’m not sure if we had ever unzipped it, but it was 
in the house. I started reading the Bible each night before going to bed. 
I also started holding the Bible as I went to sleep because I had seen 
vampire movies and I was hoping the Word of God would provide 
protection in the same way a cross kept the creatures of the night away 
from potential victims. It was a miserable time because I was waking 
up frightened five or six times per night. I would read the Bible until I 
calmed down and then return to my fitful sleep.

After a month of this, I came across 1 John 4:4, “the one who is in 
you is greater than the one who is in the world.” The light turned on in 
my soul. I sensed a need to do something, but I didn’t know how to do 
what my soul was calling me to do. Fortunately, my brother had begun 
a personal relationship with Jesus a couple of months before. 

I asked, “Jim, do you know how to get Jesus into your life, like 
1 John 4:4 says?”

“Yes, I do,” he said, “because a couple of months ago I asked him to 
live in me. It starts by admitting you need a Savior because you can’t 
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earn eternal life on your own. In addition, you want to acknowledge 
that he died on the cross to pay for your mistakes. Then you just sin-
cerely ask him to live in you, forgive you for your sins, give you eternal 
life as a gift, and ask him to make you the person he knows you can be.”

It was welcome news. It was just like starting a new friendship with 
a surprisingly big payoff. I was so concerned about finding peace from 
my personal turmoil that I failed to see the leadership lesson in what 
my brother did. He was the right leader in my life at the right time to 
help me take the next step. I had the need, but he had the plan that 
would meet that need. I was motivated to do something, but I didn’t 
know what that something was. Because my brother had the convic-
tion, interest, and understanding to lead me where I wanted to go, 
he became a very influential person in the early days of my spiritual 
journey.

Meeting Jesus was, without a doubt, the most exciting thing that 
ever happened in my life. Prior to that fateful night when I asked Jesus 
to live in me, I had relied on numbness to protect me from the irratio-
nal behavior in my home. Jesus wouldn’t let me stay numb, however. 
An insatiable desire to learn suddenly arose inside me. An unexplain-
able drive to connect with others who also knew Jesus started to domi-
nate my life. My brother and I weren’t allowed to go to church because 
my mom was afraid of people, so church was not an option. We did 
manage to attend a few times and heard that we were supposed to study 
the Bible. We weren’t exactly sure what that meant, but we knew we 
were supposed to do it. 

Put Ideas into Action
Without being fully aware of it, we were being exposed to another 

characteristic of leaders: leaders put ideas into action. We recognized the 
importance of the call to study God’s Word, so we gathered three other 
friends together to do our best at understanding the Bible. My brother 
started the evening by sharing what he had learned that week in his 
personal reading of Scripture. We then went around the room, taking 
turns sharing what we had learned in our own reading. I was the last 
to share, and I honestly didn’t know what to do when we were done. 
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Someone in the group suggested we pray, so that’s what we did. 
In our prayer time, we all agreed, “Jesus, this has been great tonight. 
Would you please double the size of this group?” Little did we know 
that God would answer that prayer the very next week when ten stu-
dents showed up. We were amazed, so we again prayed for exactly the 
same thing. And the next week twenty high schoolers attended fol-
lowed by forty the week after. At that point, we prayed, “Jesus, we 
don’t know where we would put everyone if this keeps doubling, so 
you decide how big you want this to be. We will show up every week 
to share what we have learned. You decide who will join us.”

The group grew to sixty, and our time together never got any more 
sophisticated than us going around the room sharing what God had 
taught us that week. It didn’t seem like a big deal at the time because it 
was just the next thing to do. It was meeting such a big need in my life 
that I only casually recognized the leadership implications. 

In the space below, describe an idea you have to make life better. 
What action can you take to see if this idea is something God will bless?

Prioritize the Needs You See
Looking back, I can see that God was orchestrating circumstances 

in our lives to prepare us for the leadership journey he had planned 
for us. Leaders see needs and set priorities to determine which are 
worthy of attention. Leaders set limits so they and their team can be 
as effective as possible. Leaders create environments in which other 
people can grow. Christian leaders are empowered by the Holy Spirit 
to make decisions. At times, they will perform well beyond their train-
ing and experience because of the active partnership they have with 
the Holy Spirit. My brother and I were too young and inexperienced 
to guide the kind of momentum our Bible study group generated, but 
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we watched the working of God’s Spirit turn this group into a vibrant, 
challenging, and encouraging collection of like-minded individuals. 

My involvement in this on-campus Bible study during high school 
naturally led to involvement in an on-campus ministry in college where 
I learned my next step in this leadership journey. I had the opportu-
nity to lead two young men to trust Jesus as their Savior. In response, 
I asked if they would like to form a discipleship group where I would 
teach them what I knew about having a relationship with Jesus. They 
both said yes, and it ended up being a milestone for me. I watched 
them grow as men. We talked about everything from how to read the 
Bible and pray, to how to tell your personal story so others could bene-
fit from it, to relationships with young ladies, and how to overcome 
unhealthy patterns from the families we love. 

This was the most fulfilling thing I had ever done. I was an archi-
tecture student and I enjoyed my studies a lot, but architecture didn’t 
hold out for me the sense of destiny the discipleship activity generated 
in my heart. I grew up playing sports and loved competitive environ-
ments, but no athletic experience ever had the deep sense of personal 
reward that helping these guys grow had on me. 

Passionate Pursuit
I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was being introduced to the pas-

sion of leadership. Leading others is challenging, sometimes treacher-
ous work. We challenge others to become more than they are today. 
We lead people in pursuits they could not pull off on their own. We 
develop teams of people who create synergy for significant accomplish-
ments. In doing so, we often expose people’s insecurities and inabilities. 
As a result, we will be confronted and challenged by those we are trying 
to help. When this happens, it is only the strength of your dedication 
to the vision that maintains your focus and commitment.

The ability of your passion for leadership to overcome the insecu-
rities in others happens consistently at a corporate level. I was recently 
talking with my brother about a colleague at his work who is under-
achieving. This coworker has parallel authority with my brother, but he 
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lacks the skills to keep up with the demands of his position. He often 
comes to meetings and asks the other directors, “What should we do 
about this?” when “this” is in his area of responsibility. He is adept at 
making excuses for why his department was not able to deliver on time. 
His explanations sound plausible, but those closest to the situation 
know he is just stalling for time. Some of the projects my brother works 
on are rewarding and personally satisfying. For these, he has plenty of 
stamina to either work through or ignore the frustration with his col-
league. On the more mundane projects, however, his colleague’s lack of 
performance threatens to drain my brother of energy and makes him 
want to get away from his coworker and the project.

This is the nature of business as lofty goals intersect with an imper-
fect workforce. Businesses must be productive in order to maintain 
profitability, which creates the mandate that directs your efforts as a 
leader. As human resources are engaged to achieve the desired results, 
it soon becomes evident that every asset is flawed. Some people are 
proud and resistant to input. Others are hesitant to perform at their 
potential out of fear. Still others are hindered by personal insecurities 
that give rise to excuses and justifications for their poor performance. 
If you focus on these irritating deficiencies in people, you can’t help but 
grow frustrated. If, however, you can remind yourself often of the pas-
sion that put you in this position, you can lead with vigor, determina-
tion and encouragement.

I remember when this came into focus for me. I committed to min-
istry as a profession because I love it. The reward of helping people grow 
is exhilarating. The responsibility of teaching God’s Word feels like a 
privilege. As a result, I believe the church is the most important orga-
nization on earth and it is the steward of the most important message 
on earth. A passionate conviction to help churches grow strong guides 
my steps every day and I firmly believe churches ought to be the best 
run and best funded organizations on earth. The problem is that every 
piece is broken! They “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of the 
God” (Romans 3:23). The church will never be perfect. Significant 
members of the church will get in conflict over petty and ridiculous 
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topics. Some people will get their feelings hurt over matters that don’t 
really matter. Others will feel they have the right to be involved in mini-
stries for which they are ill-prepared and overly opinionated.

When my focus is on the fallibility of the people, I can quickly get 
discouraged. When my focus is on the dignity of representing the Sav-
ior, however, it doesn’t seem to matter as much. I want the people in my 
charge to seek excellence but I am not surprised by their shortcomings. 
I push for increased proficiency but I find the humor in the inconsis-
tent development of those around me. My attitude is energized any-
time someone begins a relationship with Christ, finds new hope in 
their marriage, or experiences a breakthrough in their personal growth 
because it reminds me of the passion that beats in my heart. 

Parents as Leaders
The need for enduring passion to overcome the deficiencies in 

people is consistently on display at a family level also. Kids need par-
ents to lead them since they begin life with no experience, no knowl-
edge, and plenty of “foolishness in their hearts.” The process of birth 
and infant bonding give parents a deep, personal connection to their 
offspring. When their kids make poor choices, throw tantrums, react 
emotionally immature, or struggle with areas of growth, connected 
parents have an endless well of dedication to draw from in handling 
these situations. These are, after all, our kids. 

I know that I have no chance of being objective about my own chil-
dren. I think they are brilliant, talented, full of potential, and incred-
ibly insightful. At the same time, I have a vested interest in them not 
acting like idiots. I want them to make healthy decisions and have 
quality friends. I want them to be excellent husbands and fathers. As 
our sons were growing up, I was intense about addressing the issues in 
their lives as I became aware of them. I was intentional about leading 
them away from childish behavior and toward becoming mature and 
godly young men. 

My oldest son, Brock, had a habit of being too hard on himself. 
When he was four years old, I heard an incessant banging on our garage 
door. I assumed he was throwing a ball against the door, and since it 
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was getting annoying, I went out to tell him to stop. But what I saw 
stopped me in my tracks. 

He was banging his head against the door and saying to himself, 
“Stupid, stupid, stupid…”

“What are you doing, Brock?” I said.
“I can’t get the basketball to go through the hoop. I’m so stupid.”
Correction and discipline were not what he needed at that point. 

What he needed was to learn grace. He needed to discover how to chill 
out, relax, give himself a break, and accept the imperfections of life. It 
has been a lifetime pursuit helping him learn contentment as he sets 
high goals.

The Daredevil
My middle son, Zachery, was the daredevil of the family. He started 

escaping from his crib as soon as he could walk. I was working in the 
yard one day when he was four years old. I heard him cry out, “Hey 
Dad, look at me.”

I looked around but couldn’t see any sign of him until he yelled, 
“No, Dad, up here!”

As I gazed upward, I noticed my son twenty-five feet up in a euca-
lyptus tree, swinging back and forth. I pictured the tree breaking, whip-
ping my son across the yard and slamming him into the side of the 
house. But this was Zachery and he did this kind of thing all the time. 
After he figured out how to climb onto the roof of our church, he used 
to throw things up there so he could ask me if he could climb up and 
get it. “After all, Dad, we don’t want God’s house to be all messed up.”

So when I saw him swinging in the tree, I shot up a quick prayer 
and continued on with my work. In typical fashion, he came up along-
side me a few minutes later (unharmed, of course) and said, “Wow, 
that was fun!”

Along with his zest for life came an annoying lack of discernment. 
He just had a hard time figuring out the boundaries of life. He thought 
well into college that instructors determined their grades based on how 
much they liked you. I’m sure some teachers and professors operate this 
way, but it can’t be all of them. He relied on anger as a way to relieve 
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stress, resulting in a number of holes in the wall at the cheerleading 
gym he competed at during high school. When he left for college, we 
repainted his room only to find slice marks in the wall next to his bed. 

I called to ask him, “Zach, what are all these slice marks in the wall 
from?”

“Oh, sorry, Dad. I was bored one night and I had a knife, so I guess 
I just started carving on the wall. I guess I should have told you.”

The Sly One
My youngest son, Caleb, has always been the sly one. He doesn’t 

announce his deficiencies or put his struggles on display. I honestly 
believe he thinks he is right most of the time and is prone to pride. He 
is subtle about it, however. When he was young, it manifested in stub-
bornness. He would constantly say, “Just one more thing,” because he 
wanted the final word on everything. 

“It’s time to go to bed.”
“Just one more thing.”
“It’s time to do your homework.”
“Just one more thing.”
“It’s time to get dressed.”
“Just one more thing.”
“We aren’t going to talk about this anymore.”
“Just one more thing.”
I loved his inquisitiveness and I was glad he wasn’t passive, but “one 

more thing” became like a shrill car alarm that wouldn’t stop.
In high school and college, he periodically would argue with his 

teachers or coaches. He did it with a respectful tone, but when he 
thinks he is right and others have missed the boat, he is determined to 
outlast their opinions. When he is right, it is exciting to watch his prog-
ress. When his perspective is off, however, it can be frustrating.

Whatever It Takes
The bottom line for me is that the challenges we faced with each 

of our sons were not deal breakers. I am attached to these young men 
in the deepest part of my soul. I believe in their abilities and I am 
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convinced God created them with a purpose. I also believe they can fig-
ure out their calling and be successful at living it out. It doesn’t matter 
to me what it costs to help them get there because I am totally invested 
in the process, and I am confident I was put on earth to help them dis-
cover their place of influence and live strong lives.

This is one of the reasons stepparents have a big adjustment. They 
care about the kids because they care about their new spouse, but they 
lack the intrinsic attachment one has with biological offspring. When 
the kids are easy and things are going well, it’s fulfilling to be sur-
rounded by your family. When the kids are difficult or one of them is in 
a self-inflicted crisis, it can be hard to find the motivation to do what-
ever it takes to help them get through the turmoil. 

Dealing with Reality
Community organizations work best when leaders and coaches 

are passionate about the imperfect process of developing young men 
and women. I helped run the youth basketball league in our town for 
ten years. My kids were naturally athletic and I wanted them to have 
opportunities to learn about character building in competitive situa-
tions. I also grew up playing basketball so this was a comfortable setting 
for me. I loved coaching my kids, and I loved working with a dedicated 
group of volunteers who shared my love of the game and the opportu-
nities to give kids a league to play in. 

Some of the coaches shared this passion. They ran enthusiastic prac-
tices and competed skillfully on Saturdays. Other coaches did an ade-
quate job because they believed in what we were doing, but they had 
no desire to excel in this venture. 

Then there were the parents who had no business trying to coach, 
but they volunteered out of a misplaced sense of duty. They had kids in 
the league so they thought they should take their turn, but they either 
didn’t like coaching or didn’t know what they were doing.

One man in particular had a heart of gold, and outside the basket-
ball gym he was a man of character. He had overcome physical obsta-
cles in his life. He wore a leg brace and needed the help of a cane, but he 
was fully mobile and faced his setback with a great attitude. He worked 
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in the people-helping profession and was quite skilled at helping oth-
ers work through difficult situations and personal setbacks. Based on 
that, I figured he would be a great asset to our league.

But he didn’t have any natural instincts for the game and had only 
minimal training. As a result, every aspect of the game was a big deal to 
him. He overworked practice and came to the first game with a crush-
ing weight on his shoulders to perform well. 

It didn’t go well. The kids on the nine-to-ten-year-old team weren’t 
very focused. His plans for them weren’t being followed. The referees 
were not taking the game as seriously as he was. Eventually they made 
a call he didn’t agree with and he erupted. All over the gym we heard 
his screaming, so a number of us headed to the court to see what was 
going on. When he raised his cane as if he were going to take a swing 
at the referee, we had to escort him out of the building and take over 
his team for the rest of that day. 

The next day, he agreed he should not be the coach of the team. He 
felt overwhelmed and out of place. It was simply not in his heart to 
do this. 

There is nothing wrong with admitting this, because we can lead 
only what we passionately believe in. I have been leading in minis-
try now for over thirty years because I am convinced that ministry is 
what God designed me for and it is vital in the lives of others. Two of 
my sons are coaching because they passionately believe in it. Help-
ing young men and women find their potential and compete at their 
highest level is a conviction they hold in their hearts that gives them 
strength to work through bad attitudes, critical parents, and disap-
pointing circumstances.

What people and pursuits are you passionate about?
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God created you to inspire others to fulfill their God-given design 
and to finish the course of their lives. We never know what word or 
action is going to forever change the lives of those we interact with. 
Henning Mankell’s perspective on life was forever clarified by two 
elderly, African men he encountered in Mozambique.

I heard the two men talking about a third old man who 
had recently died. One of them said, “I was visiting him 
at his home. He started to tell me an amazing story about 
something that had happened to him when he was young. 
But it was a long story. Night came, and we decided that I 
should come back the next day to hear the rest. But when 
I arrived, he was dead.” 

The man fell silent. I decided not to leave that bench until 
I heard how the other man would respond to what he’d 
heard. I had an instinctive feeling that it would prove to 
be important. 

Finally he, too, spoke. 

“That’s not a good way to die—before you’ve told the end 
of your story.” 2

You are a leader and you have a story to finish. God is stirring your 
heart and preparing your life to accomplish his purpose in you. 

Take delight in the Lord, 
 and he will give you the desires of your heart. 
Commit your way to the Lord; 
 trust in him and he will do this:
He will make your righteous reward shine like the dawn,
 your vindication like the noonday sun.
           (Psalm 37:4-6) 
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