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This book is dedicated, with deep appreciation, to Dr. R. Albert 
Mohler Jr. Since my college years, he’s been a source of support and 
encouragement. In more recent years, he served as a mentor and one 
under whom I was privileged to serve. And now, for the past decade, he’s 
been a trusted colleague in this great, noble work of Southern Baptist 
theological education. In all these stations and in every season of life, he’s 
been and remains a dear friend. 

Yet, this book is about leadership. Though our personal relationship 
merits this dedication, Dr. Mohler’s life of leadership almost necessitates 
it. His leadership at Southern Seminary, to Southern Baptists as a whole, 
and to the broader evangelical world is as distinct as it is expansive. 

Scripture teaches us to give honor to whom honor is due. Thus, I’m 
delighted to honor Albert Mohler with this dedication. 
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Introduction

I believe that most everything you’ve learned about leadership is incor-
rect. And if you are leading as you’ve learned, you’re probably doing it 

wrong. 
I realize this is a controversial way to begin a book, but I believe it is 

an accurate—and essential—assertion. At least keep open the possibility 
that you need to unlearn a few things about leadership as you read this 
book. 

In fact, in this book I aim to simplify the needlessly complex galaxy 
of leadership mantras, materials, and theories. In so doing, I hope to lift 
up and encourage you, the weighed-down leader. 

Leading in the twenty-first century is a daunting responsibility. 
Cultural chaos, demographic change, political polarization, and financial 
challenges create a forbidding environment for most every leader. These 
challenges, and more, are probably why you picked up this book. 

The leadership industrial complex promises to help you overcome 
these challenges. It forces its way onto the scene, arguing that you must 
purchase the latest resources, adopt the newest management theories, and 
embrace current leadership mantras and trends. Like a slick salesman, it 
promises far more than it delivers and pockets a hefty profit along the 
way. 

Sadly, the leadership industrial complex entangles too many aspiring 
leaders. Its books are in your stores. Its magazines are in your waiting 
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rooms. Its strategies are in your churches. Its principles are in your homes. 
Its podcasts are on your smartphones. Its conferences are in your cities. 
Its products are in your social media feeds. Its talking points are in your 
ears. Its theories are in your workplaces. Its influence is on your families.

And, most likely, its thinking is in your head. 
To repurpose an immortal line from Winston Churchill, never in 

human history has so much leadership material been made so widely 
available to so many but benefited so few.1 

Is this not the case in our federal government? In Washington, D.C., 
we see an abundance of politicians but a dearth of leaders. Our society 
longs for courageous leaders who know when and where and how to take 
principled stands. Ironically, the proliferation of leadership materials has 
left a void of convictional, inspiring leaders. 

This contrast is even more striking when we consider the great lead-
ers of history. People like Martin Luther, George Washington, Abraham 
Lincoln, and Winston Churchill predated the modern leadership indus-
trial complex, and they all led just fine without it. 

The Ultimate Test Case

This book turns conventional leadership wisdom on its head. I am 
not a leadership expert hocking new insights or new approaches, nor do I 
plan to sell you a never-ending stream of leadership resources. In fact, I’ll 
make another confession: if you’re looking for a leadership guru, you’re 
looking in the wrong place. 

I believe faithful leadership is remarkably simple. Not easy, but simple. 
To be a faithful leader you likely need to do less, not more. Leadership, I’ll 
argue, is largely intuitive, commonsensical, and, yes, spiritual in nature. 

As evidence, I will give you an under-the-hood, behind-the-scenes 
look at the ultimate test case—an institution mired in crisis that has arisen 
over the past decade to become one of the largest and leading seminaries 
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in the world. This fascinating story is proof positive that turnarounds can 
happen. We have experienced one. So can you. 

This is more than a story of quantifiable gains. It’s the story of an 
institutional renewal, an organizational transformation, and a compre-
hensive recovery that is not just intriguing but compelling. And this story 
is applicable to most every leader, actual or aspiring. 

Whether you are an organizational executive, an institutional leader, 
a pastor serving a congregation, a volunteer in a nonprofit, a layperson 
engaging the marketplace, or a parent raising children, this book has 
something for you. This book will inspire and equip you to lead more 
fully and more competently. 

I will remind you time and again that every leadership role boils 
down to one word: stewardship. Thus, not only can you lead faithfully, 
but you must. 

Timeless Truths, Enduring Principles

The truths we’ll explore are timeless, and the principles you will dis-
cover are enduring. I won’t send you on a meandering, never-ending jour-
ney of leadership learning. That is the last thing you need. 

Instead, I will remind you of the leadership principles that have 
always marked healthy organizations and those who preside over them, 
and then I’ll show you how to lead accordingly. 

Turnarounds don’t happen accidentally. They happen when men and 
women embrace key principles and practices. These indispensable prin-
ciples and practices—some learned from Scripture, others by common 
grace—ensure most anyone can lead and lead well. 

And be encouraged, anyone includes you. You can up your leadership 
game, and I urge you to do so. As I said, ours is a treacherous age in which 
to lead. This is no time for the timid, the weak, or the ambivalent to hold 
the reins of power. On the contrary, we need our strongest leaders giving 
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their best service toward ultimate, permanent ends. Our contextual cru-
cible demands it. 

And such a crucible is indeed a prism for leadership. Without the 
Roman Catholic Church’s corruption, we would never have known 
Martin Luther’s courage. Without the horrors of Nazism and the agony 
of the Battle of  Britain, we would not have witnessed Winston Churchill’s 
resolve. Without the world-jarring, overnight construction of the Berlin 
Wall, Ronald Reagan’s words to Mikhail Gorbachev, “Tear down this 
wall,” would not still ring in our ears. 

Now is an exhilarating time to live and lead. You do not need Luther’s 
or Churchill’s life-or-death stage to prove your leadership mettle. You 
have your own crucible; embrace it. Own the stage God placed you on 
and recommit yourself to these first principles of leadership. 

And that brings me to an important note. In addition to the ten 
principles we’ll rediscover, keep your eye out for four longitudinal themes 
that run throughout this book. Each one could merit its own chapter, but 
they are more subtext than text, more supporting themes than essential 
principles. 

While we are still setting the stage of the book, let’s survey these 
longitudinal themes before going any further. 

Longitudinal Theme 1: Lead Where You Are

The most important leadership role you will ever have is the one 
you’re in right now. Or, to put it more succinctly, lead where you are. 

By most any definition, I was a young man in a hurry. There is just 
something about being in your twenties that predestines restlessness. My 
mentor, Pastor Steve Lawson, sensed my restlessness and counseled me: 
“Jason, the most important job you will ever have is the one you have 
right now.” His words registered on my heart before they landed in my 
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ear. I still remember where we stood, by his administrative assistant’s 
desk, when he spoke those words to me. 

His instinct was right. I needed to hear his admonition. Not only did 
I need it, but in some ways I wanted it. I sensed that my unsettledness was 
unhealthy. I purposed that day, due to both the apparent spiritual prin-
ciple and the obvious practical benefits, to live by those words. I encour-
age you to do the same. 

As you read this book, know that I am not writing to your future self. 
I am writing to your current self. Leadership isn’t just in your future. It’s 
in your present. Scripture teaches that we are not guaranteed tomorrow, 
and even the most assured plans should come with a deo volente—if the 
Lord wills. 

Along those lines, do not romanticize your future or daydream about 
how to seize it. Give your best energies to the position you currently hold. 
In leadership you are called to a stewardship of the present. And, in a very 
real sense, you will never have a greater stewardship than the one you 
have right now. We must work to maintain this mentality. Our self-help, 
self-improvement generation teaches us to strive for, to even connive for, 
our own betterment. But that is not the way of the faithful leader. 

As an example, some have noted my father’s generation viewed work 
like an escalator. You get on at a lower floor, remain faithful in your posi-
tion and to your employer over the long haul, and, as the decades pass, 
you will ride the escalator up to higher floors. 

My generation views employment more like a jungle gym, hopping 
from place to place, always scouring the horizon for self-advancement 
and never missing an opportunity for self-promotion. The leader’s strat-
egy for career advancement ought not resemble American Ninja Warrior. 

Thus, to lead in the future, make sure you lead in the present. Do not 
spend your time refining your personal leadership philosophy; go with 
what you know now. Pursue faithfulness in leadership, not success. The 
world does not need more hypothetical leaders; it needs more actual ones. 
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In fact,  Jesus commended such faithfulness, promising, “The one who 
is faithful in a very little thing is also faithful in much; and the one who 
is unrighteous in a very little thing is also unrighteous in much” (Luke 
16:10). Vocationally, your today is more important than your tomorrow. 
The fastest way to a higher office is to excel in the one you occupy now. 

Generally, those who serve most faithfully—who prove themselves 
indispensable to their organization’s health—will not be overlooked. 
Such faithfulness is a rare trait, and employers work to retain such indi-
viduals. Indispensable employees usually do not have to fear pink slips 
and rarely must ask for pay raises. 

I can assure you, if you faithfully lead where you are, it is unlikely you 
will be overlooked by man. And I can promise you, with the words of 
Christ in mind, you will not be overlooked by God. 

This reassuring fact brings us to our next longitudinal theme: the 
providence of God. 

Longitudinal Theme 2: God’s Kind Providence

The second longitudinal theme that runs throughout this book is 
the kind providence of God, His sovereignty over all the cosmos put into 
action. It’s been commonly described as the invisible hand of God in the 
glove of human circumstances. Think of it this way, when God’s kind 
providence is working in your organization, 2+2 = 7. When he’s not with 
you, 2 + 2 = 4, or even less. 

God is not a slumbering deity past His prime and too fatigued to be 
of real assistance to you. Nor is He preoccupied, too engaged with the 
affairs of another world to give due attention to yours. 

No, God is a micromanager. He cares about the affairs of this world, 
of my world, of your world. As you will see throughout these pages, time 
and time again God has worked in our institutional setting, and in my life 
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personally, with remarkably kind providence. Indeed, He has lavished His 
kind providence upon us. 

This is not false humility, nor is it contrived “Jesus talk.” It is the 
absolute truth. And in this book, you will learn some unforgettable stories 
that make the point. 

Yes, I want to be the kind of leader whom God delights in blessing. 
More broadly, we strive to be the kind of institution God finds easy to 
bless. In fact, we speak of this often at Midwestern Seminary. We seek to 
cultivate the right personal and institutional character, cling to the right 
mission, defend the right doctrines, and steward our resources all in a way 
that pleases the Lord—such that He will delight in blessing us. 

Obviously, I write this book as a Bible-believing, evangelical 
Christian. For me, to speak of the providence of God is second nature, 
coming as naturally as talking about the weather. To see His mighty hand 
work and to sense His pleasure in our efforts bring inspiration and con-
fidence. We believe He has led us thus far and will lead us further still. 

Longitudinal Theme 3: Credibility Is Essential

Credibility is essential to leadership. If you show me a leader who 
lacks credibility, I will show you a leader who will soon lack followers. 
Show me an institution that lacks credibility, and I will show you an 
institution that will soon lack students and supporters. We intuitively 
know this to be true, but we must not overlook this aspect of leadership. 

For example, consider a political candidate running for office. 
Nothing torpedoes a politician’s campaign like an erosion of personal 
credibility. Flub a basic policy question, commit an unpardonable sin in 
your personal life, or appear uninspired about your own campaign, and 
donations will dry up, volunteers will lose interest, and paid staffers will 
even look for other opportunities. And, of course, voters, too, will turn 
their affections elsewhere. 
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Thus, credibility is essential, and it is a theme that runs throughout 
this book. When a leader enters the room, credibility had better enter 
with him. But credibility better not end with the leader; it must extend 
to his team and the entire enterprise he leads. And the sobering reality is 
that credibility takes years to accumulate but seconds to lose. 

Longitudinal Theme 4: It Takes a Team

Faithful leadership takes a team. I devote an entire chapter to the 
team later, so I won’t elaborate much here. But be on the lookout, in every 
chapter, for the team-oriented nature of leadership. You’ll hear it loud 
and clear in some places and overhear it in others. But be listening for it 
everywhere. 

As you read this book, you will sense the focus migrate from what 
marks the leader, to what marks the leadership team, to what marks 
the organization as a whole. This migration is intentional and natural. 
Transcendent leadership principles that shape healthy organizations are 
not merely preached from the top; they are embraced and embodied by 
the entire team. 

Leadership is a top-down phenomenon, trickling down and around 
the organization. That especially includes the leadership team. 

As to the Midwestern Seminary story, ultimately, all credit goes to 
God and His kind providence. Humanly speaking, credit goes far beyond 
me to the team God has given me. We have enjoyed remarkably long 
tenures together, have been blessed in our work, and have enjoyed more 
than our fair share of fun along the way. 

As the old saying goes: “There’s no I in team.” There’s also no “I” in 
the Midwestern Seminary story.
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In Conclusion

As you read this book, I believe you will be inspired by a compelling 
institutional story, equipped through its leadership lessons, and relieved 
to know you will not have to reinvent yourself to lead faithfully. Most 
likely, you simply need to be emboldened to lead as you already know 
how. 

That is my aim for you in writing this book. Make it your aim as you 
read it. And, as you will see, I am going to do my best to give you not just 
the what leaders should do, but also the why and the how.

So, with these ends in mind, let’s move on to the first principle: know 
your context.






