
 
 

Leadership: 
A Working Definition 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Leadership Development Team 
of the CRCNA 

 
 
 
 
 

May 2004 



Table of Contents 
 
I.   Executive summary.................................................................................................. 2 
 
II.   Introduction ............................................................................................................. 3 
 
III.   Biblical and theological themes............................................................................ 4 
A. The mission of the church ........................................................................................ 4 
B. The church as the body of Christ ............................................................................. 5 
C. Servant leadership ................................................................................................... 6 
D. Reconciliation and leadership .................................................................................. 7 
E. Suffering and leadership .......................................................................................... 7 
F. Ecclesiological principles.......................................................................................... 8 
G. Leadership in the church vs. leadership in society at large ...................................... 9 
 
IV.   Reflections on leadership ..................................................................................... 9 
A. Leadership defined................................................................................................... 9 
B. Leadership and contextualization........................................................................... 10 
C. Factors of effective leadership ............................................................................... 11 
1. Character ............................................................................................................... 12 
2. Conviction .............................................................................................................. 13 
3. Competencies ........................................................................................................ 16 
4. Confluence ............................................................................................................. 17 
D. Leadership challenges for the CRC ....................................................................... 18 
 
V.   Summary ............................................................................................................... 20 
 
Appendix A: Conclusions from Synod 1973 .................................................................. 22 
Appendix B: Guidelines from Synod 2001..................................................................... 25 
Appendix C: Memo to MAC re Leadership Development .............................................. 27 

 1



I.   Executive summary 
 
 This paper first sets forth several biblical themes and theological principles in which 
any discussion of leadership must be grounded. 
 
 The biblical themes include (1) a statement of the church’s mission, which is to be 
the means by which God accomplishes his purpose in Christ to reconcile all things to 
himself; (2) an identification of the church as the body of Christ, a living organism in 
which Christ is the source of the church’s life, and the Spirit is the source of the church’s 
gifts for ministry; (3) the nature of servant leadership, which is modeled by Christ 
himself in his incarnation; and (4) reconciliation as foundational to the church’s identity 
and mission. To be in Christ is to be reconciled with one another as a community of 
racially and ethnically diverse people of God. 
 
 The theological principles include some of the Christian Reformed Church’s official 
teachings regarding the church’s ministry in general, and the nature of ecclesiastical 
office and ordination in particular.  
 
 First, the paper offers and explains the following definition of leadership: 
 
  Effective Christian leadership is the process of helping a group embody 

in its corporate life the practices that shape vital Christian life, 
community, and witness in ways that are faithful to Jesus Christ and the 
gospel and that are appropriate to the particular group’s setting, 
resources, and purpose. 

 
 Second, the paper articulates a reciprocal concept of leadership in which the 
primary focus is not on certain traits in a leader but on the leader-follower relationship.  
 
 Third, the paper identifies four factors present in situations where effective 
leadership is taking place. Notice how both leaders and followers are described in each 
factor: 
 
1. Character in the leader (which generates trust on the part of followers). Three 

dimensions of character are elaborated on: moral excellence, the totality of life 
experiences that form leaders, and emotional intelligence. 

 
2. Conviction in the leader (which helps the congregation discern its purpose and 

vision). The word conviction is used instead of the word vision to avoid 
misunderstandings that often come with the word vision. Leaders must be 
invigorated by a vision of the kingdom that God is establishing in the world as well 
as being self-sacrificial and courageous in their leadership. 

 
3. Competencies in the leader (which help a congregation deal with the normal 

anxieties and conflicts of communal life in healthy and productive ways). The focus 
here is on specific leadership skills that virtually any leader can develop, that are 
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essential to effective leadership, and that help a congregation function in healthy 
ways. 

 
4. Confluence of leader, congregation, time, place, ministry opportunity, and 

resources (which is a gift of God’s Spirit and that enables a leader and 
congregation to work joyfully together in realizing God’s purposes). Christian 
leaders humbly acknowledge that God’s blessing on the situation in which they lead 
is not merely the result of their skilled leadership but of the Spirit’s work in creating 
a unique confluence of factors that come together in that particular leader-follower 
relationship and ministry setting.  

 
 Finally, the paper then identifies some of the particular challenges the CRC faces 
as it thinks about leadership development and concludes with a summary list of leader 
qualities (in distinction from traits) that can guide the church as it identifies potential 
leaders and evaluates current leaders. 
 
II.   Introduction 
 
 Synod 2001 of the Christian Reformed Church adopted a Denominational Ministries 
Plan (DMP) that included several strategic priorities for CRC agencies and institutions. 
The Leadership Development Team (LDT), convened by Calvin Theological Seminary 
but consisting of team members from a cross section of agencies and institutions, is one 
of four teams charged with developing recommendations whereby the strategic priorities 
of the DMP can be achieved. 
 
 This paper is submitted in response to one of the assignments given to the 
Leadership Development Team; namely, “to articulate a working definition of leadership 
that is biblically and theologically grounded, organizationally relevant, culturally 
responsive, and community sensitive.” 
 
 At the outset it is important to clarify four things.  
 
1. This paper is very CRC context-specific. That is, this paper addresses questions, 

issues, misunderstandings, and challenges regarding leadership with which the 
CRC in particular is struggling. While many other churches may be having similar 
struggles, our goal is to deepen and enlighten the CRC conversation on this 
important issue. 

 
2. This paper considers leadership primarily in the congregational setting. Certainly 

there are many other settings in which leadership takes place. The focus on the 
congregation is not because these other settings are less important but rather 
because (1) the struggle at this time in the CRC over the nature of leadership, 
which gave rise to this paper, is a struggle taking place primarily in congregations; 
and (2) congregations as biblically and theologically described below raise peculiar 
issues and present peculiar challenges with respect to leadership. The leadership 
principles discussed below clearly have applications beyond the local congregation. 
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Sometimes those applications will be left to the reader; at other times the paper will 
make specific applications to broader leadership situations. 

 
3. This paper obviously is not exhaustive on this subject. Each of the sections below 

has received book-length treatments by any number of authors on the subject. The 
purpose of this paper is to concisely identify some of the theological, missiological, 
ecclesiological, and organizational truths that inform a biblical understanding of 
leadership and apply those truths to the current CRC conversation about 
leadership. The goal is that CRC agencies and institutions will understand more 
clearly the nature of leadership, embody and model the leadership principles 
espoused here, work together more effectively in our leadership development 
efforts, and communicate to those we serve a consistent message regarding the 
CRC’s understanding of leadership and strategy of leadership development.  

 
4. This paper is not the final word on the subject of leadership. The goal is for this 

paper to stimulate ongoing dialogue and learning at every level of the CRC. This 
paper already has been enriched and strengthened by helpful feedback from many 
individuals and groups. Such enrichment and strengthening will continue in our 
ongoing discussion about Christian leadership. 

 
III.   Biblical and theological themes  
 
 This section of the report identifies various biblical and theological themes that must 
guide any discussion of leadership. A fuller exposition of many of these themes can be 
found in a synodical study committee report entitled “Ecclesiastical Office and 
Ordination” (Acts of Synod 1973, pp. 635-716), and in synodical guidelines for 
understanding leadership, office, and ordination (Acts of Synod 2001, pp. 503-4). The 
latter guidelines can be found in an appendix to this report. 
 
A. The mission of the church 
 
 Leadership in any organization immediately raises questions about that 
organization’s mission—its reason for being. In the case of the church, the Bible raises 
and answers two very important questions:  
 
 First, whose mission is it? It is God’s, not ours. The church does not come up with 
its own mission. The Bible sets forth the work of Christ, in which God’s mission for the 
church is embedded. 
 
 Second, what is the church’s mission? The Bible states the church’s mission in 
many different contexts. Consider for example, Colossians 1:15-20, Matthew 28:18-20, 
John 17:20-23, 1 Peter 2:9-11, and Ephesians 4:11-13. It is difficult to absolutize one of 
these statements over the others. Thus, it is more helpful to see these various 
statements of the church’s mission as different facets of a single diamond, each 
enriching the other.  
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 Perhaps God’s mission in the world can be summarized this way: God’s purpose in 
Christ is to reconcile all things to himself. The church is the body of Christ in the world, 
the means by which the world will know that Jesus Christ is Lord and by which all 
believers will reach maturity in Christ and unity in the faith and knowledge of Christ. To 
fulfill this mission of God to reconcile all things to himself, God sends the church into the 
world to spread the gospel, to evangelize, to proclaim the good news of the kingdom of 
God, and to embody in its corporate life the message of reconciliation. 
 
 (Mission and vision are used in different ways today. Mission usually refers to one’s 
deepest purpose or belief, while vision usually refers to how one will live out that 
mission in the future. The discussion about which one comes first—mission or vision—is 
ongoing. By these definitions of mission and vision, the passages above no doubt 
reflect both the church’s mission and vision. For what it’s worth, the Denominational 
Ministry Plan did not distinguish between mission and vision.)  
 
B. The church as the body of Christ 
 
 To understand leadership in the church, it is important to understand a peculiar and 
mysterious fact about the church: the church is the body of Christ. The Bible does not 
say that the church resembles or is like a body. The church is the body of Christ (1 Cor. 
12:27), the way in which Christ is present, in the world. Four features of the church as 
the body of Christ are critical in understanding leadership.  
 
1. Christ is the head of the body. The New Testament is clear that Christ is the head 

of the church. Christ’s headship is a reference not to power and the right to control 
but to the source of the church’s life. Christ sustains the whole body and supplies 
what the body needs for life (Eph. 1:22-23, 4:15-16; Col. 1:18). 

 
2. The church is a living organism. In its essential nature, the church is not merely an 

organization, it is a living organism. Christians are members of a living body, not an 
inanimate institution (Eph. 4:12-16). The source of the church’s life is Christ himself. 
Two important implications flow from this: First, the church as a living organism is 
constantly growing, changing, and adapting to changing realities around it. This is 
what it means to be alive. The word used for an organism that has quit growing and 
changing is dead. Second, the church is not a self-sufficient, closed system, 
answerable only to itself. It is contingent, dependent. Like the vine to the branch, 
the church is organically connected to and dependent upon Christ for its very life. 
As a living organism, the church’s big concern is not, What do we want to do? The 
questions are, What is Christ doing in and through us? How is the life of Christ 
being tangibly expressed in our life together as a church? 

 
3. The body of Christ is one, with many parts that organically work together (1 Cor. 

12:12-31). 1 Corinthians 12 makes it clear that each part of the body is 
indispensable to the healthy functioning of the whole body. The focus is upon the 
mutual interdependence of all the parts of the body with the goal being a healthy 
functioning of the whole body. A clear counterpart to the interdependence of the 
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parts of the body is a mutual accountability that all members of the body of Christ, 
including leaders, have to Christ and to one another.  

 
4. God gives to the church the gifts of his Spirit (Ro. 12:3-8, 1 Cor. 12:7-11, Eph. 4:11-

13). These so-called gift passages make it clear that God gives spiritual gifts to all 
the members of the body—not just a few select leaders. Moreover, God gives 
particular gifts to particular believers. In focusing upon these particular gifts to 
particular believers, one must be careful to avoid an overly mechanical or 
individualistic understanding of spiritual gifts: “Of the twelve gifts, I have numbers 
four, six, and seven; what about you?” Emphasis upon particular gifts to particular 
individuals in the body must be balanced with emphasis upon the giftedness that 
the body as a whole possesses by virtue of Christ’s indwelling Spirit. Paul says that 
spiritual gifts are given for the common good. The church must take seriously the 
particular gifts God gives to individual believers. It must take with equal seriousness 
the giftedness of the body as a whole as the body lives in love and service. Indeed, 
as various members of the body of Christ realize that they are able to serve one 
another and others beyond the church, gifts emerge and are affirmed by, and 
strengthened in, the body. The balance between particular gifts and giftedness of 
the body is an important one.  

 
C. Servant leadership 
 
 One can learn many things about the nature and quality of Christian leadership 
from the Bible. Perhaps the most profound insight comes from the life of Christ himself 
and Christ’s clear teaching regarding servant leadership. 
 
1. Christ is the model of servant leadership. In his incarnation, Christ embodied the 

message of servant love. The Cross is the ultimate message of self-giving love 
(Phil. 2:1-11, John 13:12-17). 

 
2. Authority in the New Testament entails both power and servanthood. Jesus Christ 

himself embodies both. He rules with power “far above all rule and authority, power 
and dominion . . . ” (Ephesians 1:21), but he also stoops down to wash the feet of 
his disciples (John 13). One can see the same embodiment of both power and 
servanthood in the role of parenting. In their relationship with children, good parents 
have authority that includes the right and power to do things in their relationship 
with their children. Good parents also love their children with a servant love. 
Authority, power, and servant love, all properly understood, are not set over against 
each other in the New Testament and should not be set over against each other in 
discussions of leadership (Matt. 20:25-28).  

 
  The New Testament emphasis on servant leadership reminds leaders to be 

careful in their exercise of power and authority. Leaders must realize the ways in 
which positions of leadership can create a power imbalance in the relationship 
between the leader and others in the group, and they must take seriously their 
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responsibility to exercise power as servants of the one who has all power and 
authority. 

 
3. The practice of servant leadership is one of the ways in which Christians put on 

Jesus Christ. In John 13:14 (NIV), Jesus makes it clear that those who follow him 
must practice his servant love. “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed 
your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet.” In Ephesians 5:1-2 (NIV), Paul 
calls believers to imitate God in his self-giving actions: “Be imitators of God, 
therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and 
gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” Leadership in 
Christ’s church must be qualitatively different from the Gentiles’ lording-it-over 
approach to leadership. The goal of servant-leaders is to love and serve those they 
lead by helping them find and productively use their gifts in the ministry of the body. 
Leadership in the church is essentially and radically a matter of servanthood, love, 
forgiveness, redemption, sacrifice, justice, and obedience. 

 
 (See Lawrence Richards and Clyde Hoeldtke, A Theology of Church Leadership 
[Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1980] for a more extended discussion of these and other 
biblical themes related to church leadership.) 
 
D. Reconciliation and leadership 
 
 God’s mission has been summarized above in terms of reconciliation: God’s 
purpose in Christ is to reconcile all things to himself. The church is called to embody in 
its corporate life the message of reconciliation. One of the greatest needs in North 
American society today is the need for racial reconciliation. Additionally, racial 
reconciliation is one of the greatest testimonies to the power of the gospel that the 
church can give. For decades, the denomination has been passionate about the 
importance of racial reconciliation and the development of diverse leadership. This 
situation in society and this commitment of the CRCNA to racial reconciliation must 
inform our thinking about leadership and shape our leadership practices.  
 
E. Suffering and leadership 
 
 The New Testament is clear in its teaching that Christians suffer, not just because 
they still live in a broken world but also because obedience to Christ and the gospel 
generates both resistance and hostility as well as engages the power of darkness (1 
Peter 3:8-22, 4:12-19; Rom. 5:1-5; 2 Tim. 1:8-12).  
 
 Christian leaders should expect to suffer. In fact, a person who aspires to church or 
kingdom leadership but has a strong aversion to suffering should look elsewhere for 
work. It is interesting that individuals we often associate with strong leadership in the 
Bible, i.e., Moses, Joshua, David, Esther, Deborah, and other “heroes of faith” (Hebrews 
11), often suffered. Sometimes their suffering was self-imposed. Indeed, all leaders 
struggle with temptations, and many leaders commit colossal sins that throw 
themselves and the community around them into deep pain and suffering. Often, 
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however, suffering is the result of doing good, the natural or supernatural resistance and 
hostility to the gospel that creates pain and injury in the leader and others. 
 
 The good news is that virtually every passage in the New Testament that speaks of 
suffering for the Christian is laced with hope—hope because of the positive character-
building, community-building impact of suffering when it is embraced with faith; and 
hope because of the forward-looking, not-yet perspective that is brought into clearer 
focus through suffering. Christian leaders know that Christ will prevail and his mission 
will be accomplished. Suffering is the seed that only increases that hope. 
 
 One important implication of the reality of suffering for the Christian leader and 
community is that success and failure are never as clear-cut as one might be tempted to 
believe. Sometimes the chapter of a church’s history that involved the most suffering 
ends up being the chapter that was most used by God to form, shape, and lead that 
church into its most vital and vibrant chapter of ministry. To use Jesus’ and Paul’s 
language, churches are continually dying and rising again. Churches and leaders must 
be willing to endure pain and suffering, to be the seed that is put into the ground and 
dies, if they are to rise again and produce many seeds. Every Christian leader (and 
congregation) must continually take to heart Jesus’ words when he faced his own 
suffering and death:  
 

  Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies,  
  it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who  
  love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for 
  eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there  
  will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honor.  

(John 12:24-26 NRSV) 
 
F. Ecclesiological principles 
 
 Reformed church polity seeks to reflect the biblical teaching above in its 
understanding of the church’s ministry in general and office and ordination in particular. 
The most concise summary of the CRC’s official positions on these matters can be 
found in the conclusions of the synodical report of 1973 on ecclesiastical office and 
ordination (Appendix A), and the guidelines of the synodical report of 2001 on ordination 
and official acts of ministry (Appendix B). 
 
 In summary, these official church positions affirm (1) the church’s role in the 
mission of the Lord, namely, to be the body of Christ manifesting his presence, 
proclaiming the gospel, and evangelizing and seeking the lost; (2) a definition of 
leadership in the church, namely, a relationship of trust and responsibility in which 
certain people are entrusted by Christ, the great shepherd of the sheep, to take pastoral 
responsibility for a part of his flock; (3) the purpose of ordination, namely, to set apart 
certain individuals for special ministries or services; (4) the comprehensive ministry of 
the church shared by all believers; (5) the distinction between those who serve in official 
offices and those who serve more generally as one of function, not essence; and (6) the 
authority of office as defined primarily by service, which includes the responsible 
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stewardship of God-given natural and spiritual gifts, rather than by status, dominance, 
or privilege.  
 
G. Leadership in the church vs. leadership in society at large 
 
 Is there a difference between leadership in the church and leadership in any other 
organization? We judge that there is continuity and discontinuity between these two 
realms.  
 There is continuity in terms of laws of human behavior, social laws, psychological 
laws, and organizational laws that are rooted in creation and apply to all organizations, 
including the church. The best of Christian wisdom discerns these deep and universal 
patterns to human life and community. God’s common grace makes it possible for a 
person who may not even be a Christian to be an effective leader in an organization that 
is not Christian per se.  
 
 There is also discontinuity. The church is a unique organism in which Christ and the 
Spirit dwell. The church has a unique source of life; is directed toward particular ends 
and goals; and is governed by particular commitments and practices, such as prayer, 
worship, study, witness, and service that give peculiar shape to the church’s life and 
ministry. The church is more than an organization that can be explained in 
organizational terms alone. The church must guard against approaches to leadership 
that merely accommodate to the broader culture. (See William Willimon, Pastor: A 
Theology and Practice of Ordained Ministry [Nashville: Abingdon, 2002], p. 70.) 
 
IV.   Reflections on leadership 
 
A. Leadership defined 
 
 After considering many definitions, the Leadership Development Team offers this 
definition of leadership in the congregational setting: 
 

 Effective Christian leadership is the process of helping a 
congregation embody in its corporate life the practices that shape vital 
Christian life, community, and witness in ways that are faithful to Jesus 
Christ and the gospel and that are appropriate to the particular 
congregation’s setting, resources, and purpose. 

 
 Beyond the congregational setting, the Leadership Development Team offers this 
more general definition of Christian leadership: 
 

 Effective Christian leadership is the process of helping a group 
embody in its corporate life the practices that shape vital Christian life, 
community, and witness in ways that are faithful to Jesus Christ and the 
gospel and that are appropriate to the particular group’s setting, 
resources, and purpose. 
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 It is important to clarify that these definitions do not limit the function of leadership 
to particular individuals or offices. This is in keeping with the New Testament teaching 
and church’s affirmation that  
 

DIAKONIA, meaning “service” or “ministry,” . . . embraces the total ministry of the 
church. This comprehensive ministry (office) is universal, committed to the whole 
church, not a select group of individuals within the church. . . . The task of ministry is 
shared by all and is not limited to a special, professional class. The ministry of the 
church is Christ’s ministry, shared by all who are in Christ. 

(Acts of Synod 1973, p. 714) 
 
This point bears repeating, given that there is a strong, historically conditioned tendency 
on the part of many to associate leadership with only the activity of pastors and other 
officially designated individuals.  
 
 It is also important to clarify that the definitions of leadership above address the 
essence of leadership and not the various styles in which leadership are expressed. In 
essence, Christian leadership is the same at all times and in all places. It embodies 
unchanging principles and values such as servanthood, morality, respect for all people 
as divine image-bearers, and so forth. The style of leadership, however, varies greatly 
depending on the individual leader and the situation in which leadership is exercised. A 
well-developed and mature leader has the capacity to exercise different styles in 
different situations. A crisis situation may call for a more authoritarian style, a decision-
making process among peers may call for a more consensus-building style, and a 
learning situation may call for a more prophetic style. Leadership styles are neither 
linear nor hierarchical. Styles are best understood as options in a repertoire circle where 
the situation determines which style will best serve the needs of the situation.  
 
 Finally, it is important to clarify the meaning of the word help in the definition. To 
label a leader as someone who helps another person can be misunderstood as an 
overly weak concept of leadership. That, however, is a misunderstanding of the word 
help. It is interesting that in the Old Testament, the Hebrew word most frequently 
translated as help usually refers to God.  
 

I lift up my eyes to the hills— 
where does my help come from?  

My help comes from the LORD,  
the Maker of heaven and earth. (Ps. 121:1-2)  

 
When leaders help people live the Christian life, they are far from weak. They are 
servants, albeit humble servants, of the triune God; indeed, they are acting like God.  
 
B. Leadership and contextualization 
 
 Effective leadership takes into account the critical role of the ministry context in 
which leadership is exercised. Every ministry context is unique. It has its own particular 
history, setting, relationships, and culture.  
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 Culture here refers to the common ideas, feelings, and values that guide 
community and personal behavior, that organize and regulate what a particularly group 
thinks, feels, and does about God, the world, and humanity. Culture is that invisible 
vault where worldviews, presuppositions, and values are generated and stored.  
 
 Effective leaders understand that culture operates most powerfully when it is least 
visible. Consider these two images: First, culture is like the ocean. The power of the 
ocean is not in the three-to-six foot waves on top of the water; it is in the massive 
movement of water underneath the wave, a movement that cannot even be seen. 
Second, as one wag has put it, “culture is like bad breath: you smell it on everyone else 
before you smell it on yourself.” Just as people do not smell their own breath, they often 
do not see their own cultural values at work. For example, Dutch people perhaps do not 
realize that their thriftiness or cleanliness or deferral of gratification is cultural, but rather 
assume that is the way all people are, or should be. 
 
 Effective leaders understand the power of culture and the way in which virtually all 
ministry is cross-cultural. The cross-cultural nature of ministry and the corresponding 
need for cultural sensitivity in leadership is most obvious when it involves the meeting of 
meanings among different races, ethnic groups, nations, regions, and socioeconomic 
classes. However, ministry in a highly secular, post-Christian culture makes virtually all 
North American ministry cross-cultural and countercultural. That is, engaged in the 
meeting of meanings between cultures where there are fundamentally different and 
opposing worldviews, assumptions, and values regarding the nature of reality. For 
example, exercising leadership in the church in a racially broken society and a racially 
diverse community will require a keen understanding of racial dynamics (cross-cultural) 
and a radical commitment to the unity and diversity of the body of Jesus 
(countercultural). 
 
 Effective leaders understand how leadership must be contextualized, i.e., morphed 
in its expression, in each ministry setting—how it must be incarnated differently in one 
or another ethnic community; how it must be exercised differently in one social structure 
or another; and even how it must be changed from one life-cycle stage to another in the 
development of a given organization or church. Knowing the times and the culture of a 
given people and knowing how to respond appropriately might be called cultural 
intelligence or contextual intelligence and is an important distinguishing mark of an 
effective leader.  
 
C. Factors of effective leadership 
 
 The title of this section is significant, and it underscores a critical assumption about 
leadership; namely, effective leadership is best understood not by focusing on 
leadership characteristics in isolation (Peter Drucker has argued that a single, universal 
leadership personality and set of leadership traits simply do not exist) but always in 
relationship to those being led. Focusing upon the situation in which leadership is being 
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exercised shifts the question from, What are the marks of good leaders? to, What 
factors are present in situations where effective leadership is taking place?  
 
 Below are four factors that seem to be ever present in situations of effective 
leadership: 
 
1. Character in the leader (which generates trust on the part of followers);  
 
2. Conviction in the leader (which helps the congregation discern its purpose and 

vision);  
 
3. Competencies in the leader (which help a congregation deal with the normal 

anxieties and conflicts of communal life in healthy and productive ways); and 
 
4. Confluence of leader, congregation, time, place, ministry opportunity, and 

resources (which is a gift of God’s Spirit and that enables a leader and 
congregation to work joyfully together in realizing God’s purposes). 

 
 Two important clarifications must be made before expanding upon each of these 
factors. 
 
 First, notice how all four of these factors involve both leader and congregation as 
well as the relationship between them. Leaders cannot lead all by themselves. In an 
extended definition of leadership, Jerry Zandstra points out that leaders both motivate 
and are motivated by followers (“What Is Leadership?” Unpublished paper, 2002). 
Leadership is reciprocal.  
 
 Second, these four factors can be applied to diverse cultural situations. Each 
cultural situation will define these factors according to norms appropriate to that culture. 
These four factors, however, reflect certain realities of human behavior and community 
that are present and must be reckoned with across all cultural differences.  
 
1. Character 
 
  Effective leaders are people of sound character who generate trust in their 

followers. For Christian leaders and for all Christians, the foundation of Christian 
character is the believer’s union with Jesus Christ. In their death with Christ, 
believers die to the old self, are raised to a new life with Christ (Col. 3:1-17), and 
are clothed with the excellencies of Christ. As the branch receives its life from the 
vine, so Christians receive their spiritual life from Christ (John 15:1-17). Christ, by 
his Holy Spirit, produces in the believer the fruit of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. The 
foundation of character for all Christians is their new life in Jesus Christ and Christ’s 
life in them.  
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  The character of Christ in the Christian leader should clearly produce certain 
moral excellencies that are crucial to the leader’s effectiveness—honesty, integrity, 
fairness, compassion, service to others, a life of prayer, and total dependence on 
God for strength and guidance. One of the key evidences of such character in 
leaders is that people trust such leaders, and such leaders trust the people they 
lead.  

 
  Another dimension of character is the totality of life experiences that form 

leaders. These experiences can be construed in more spiritual terms as in Robert 
Clinton’s sovereign foundations, inner-life growth, ministry maturing, life maturing, 
convergence (Robert Clinton, The Making of a Leader [Colorado Springs: 
NavPress, 1988]) or in developmental terms as in Gardner’s genetics and early 
socialization, education, experiences in risk taking, and learning from failure 
(Howard Gardner, Leading Minds [New York: Basic Books, 1995]). In either case, 
the important point here is that who people are is crucial to how they lead; and who 
people are is a function, in part, of the life experiences that form them. 

 
  Another dimension of character is an emotional intelligence that is consistent 

with effective leadership. Included in emotional intelligence is the ability to manage 
one’s own emotions, motivate one’s own self, reach out for emotional support in 
healthy and appropriate ways, recognize emotions in others and respond 
appropriately, handle relationships, control impulses, demonstrate empathy, listen 
actively, deal constructively and creatively with conflict, assess one’s world in 
optimistic and hopeful terms, take appropriate risks, patiently persist in the face of 
anxiety and conflict, and respect differences among people. A key element of 
emotional intelligence as practiced by leaders is the ability to seek input from 
people at all levels on how they are performing as a leader, to be nondefensive in 
response to such input, and to appropriately adapt in light of such input. (See also 
an inspiring and illuminating paper by Craig Dykstra entitled “The Significance of 
Pastoral Ministry and the Idea of the Pastoral Imagination” in which he develops the 
concept of pastoral intelligence and pastoral imagination. This paper is unpublished 
but is available upon request to the committee.)  

 
2. Conviction 
 
  Effective leaders operate out of strong conviction, which in turn helps a 

congregation discern its purpose and vision. Effective leaders believe certain things 
deeply and commit themselves selflessly to realizing certain ends. Some call this 
one’s vision or a preferred future. For Christian leaders, these convictions must be 
shaped by the biblical vision of the kingdom of God. Effective Christian leaders 
must be invigorated by a vision of the kingdom that God is establishing in the world. 
These convictions arise out of the leader’s relationship with God in Christ and the 
Holy Spirit and with God’s call to follow him in faith and obedience. 

 
  For Christian leaders, such conviction has the greatest potential for long-term 

good when it arises out of a strong vision of the church’s mission and a thorough 
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grasp of the biblical, pastoral, and theological contours of the Christian faith and 
church. Leaders must also have the ability to communicate these contours in 
meaningful, relevant, and integrative ways through, in the case of pastors, sound 
preaching and teaching and imaginative pastoral leadership. 

 
  The capacity for reflexive leadership (Jackson W.Carroll, As One with 

Authority: Reflexive Leadership in Ministry [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
1991]) is an important dimension of leading with conviction. Reflexive leadership 
involves not just articulating single overarching convictions but also setting into 
creative tension competing convictions. Reflexive leadership involves, for example, 
holding in creative tension the goods of the tradition and the challenges of the 
present situation. Effective leaders are capable of informing and guiding an ongoing 
argument between the tradition and the present challenge, or among other 
competing convictions. At such points, conviction requires a deep grounding in and 
understanding of the faith tradition, as well as a lively imagination and capacity for 
thinking creatively. Effective Christian leaders think deeply, theologically, 
integratively, and creatively.  

 
  Conviction is used in this section instead of vision not because vision is 

unimportant but because the word vision is too easily misunderstood at this 
particular point in the denomination’s conversation about leadership. For many, “the 
leader’s vision” conjures up images of (1) fumbled attempts by a lone-ranger to 
introduce major changes in a congregation, (2) painful polarization, and (3) 
destructive conflict often ending in separation from the pastor and a mass exodus 
of members. 

 
  Peter Senge (The Fifth Discipline [New York: Doubleday, 1994], pp. 205-32) 

prefers visioning over vision to avoid some of these pitfalls. Vision, a noun, 
connotes an answer, a solution to the problem. Congregations usually want and 
resist pastors who gladly offer their vision for the church. By contrast, visioning 
refers to “a structured conversation of God’s people about what they believe God 
has called them to be and to do.” Effective leaders do not impose their vision but 
enable a congregational process whereby the congregation develops its vision.  

 
  The opposite concern is that pastors with no strong convictions and 

corresponding vision are weak and ineffective leaders in congregations that 
desperately need leadership. It is difficult to overstate this concern. Many CRC 
congregations are struggling for direction and desperately need wise, strong 
leadership. This is where it is crucially important to see the large overlap between 
conviction and vision when both are properly understood. Effective Christian 
leaders have strong, biblically shaped convictions that issue forth in a biblically 
shaped vision. They believe certain things deeply. They have dreams and are 
passionate about what God’s church and kingdom ought to look like. They are bold 
and courageous. Their strength is the strength of their convictions and their passion 
to do the right thing. They are self-sacrificial and give their lives to turning their 
biblically shaped vision into reality. They are risk takers.  
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  However, the difference between an effective leader and a martyr is that 

effective leaders foster processes whereby the congregation as a whole can 
discern and own where God is leading the congregation.  

 
  There is at least one test of whether a leader is imposing his or her vision or 

leading with conviction: Is the leader truly open to where a congregational process 
of discernment might lead, or does the leader already have a predetermined 
outcome in mind? If the leader’s mind is made up as to the preferred outcome of a 
congregational vision-setting process (we will have a building program, or a new 
staff position, or an alternative worship service, or a different church janitor), then 
any congregational vision-setting process is really only manipulation on the part of 
the leader to get the congregation to agree to what the leader wants.  

 
  It would be incorrect to conclude from this test that leaders should never have 

convictions and a vision that propel them in a certain direction. While effective 
leaders understand the reciprocal nature of leadership, i.e., the influence of leaders 
and followers upon one another, they also have biblically shaped convictions 
regarding the church that Christ is building—a church that is called to be engaging 
in its worship, faithful in its teaching, strong and deep in its fellowship, and self-
sacrificial in its outreach and service. These biblical convictions rightly propel 
leaders and the community they lead in a certain direction. Effective leaders make 
good judgments about the best way to set forth those convictions, set direction, and 
engage the community in achieving its biblical purpose.  

 
  What if the convictions of the leader and the values of the congregation are at 

such odds with each other that the leader cannot express his or her most basic 
convictions without confronting and judging the congregation? In most situations, 
the leader who thinks this way has already guaranteed conflict and failure. By the 
very question, the leader has set up a win-lose outcome. What if the leader took a 
different approach: Every Christian Reformed pastor and congregation is on record 
as believing what the Scriptures and the confessions teach. The convictions and 
values all members of the CRC share in common are unfathomably great in 
number. The effective leader accentuates and holds up the best in the 
congregation’s beliefs and values, and then, in a loving and safe environment of 
mutual trust, helps the congregation confront the gap between its own values and 
current realities. Effective leaders help people come to the point where they judge 
themselves. Effective leaders are transparent in confronting the gap between their 
own values and their own lives! Effective leaders stand with a congregation in 
learning, not over a congregation in judgment.  

 
  A central issue in this discussion is trust. Stephen R. Covey says, “Trust is the 

highest form of human motivation” (The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People 
[New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989], p. 178). Congregations that do not trust 
those in leadership are severely limited in what they can accomplish. 
Congregations have an uncanny ability to sniff out leaders who are manipulating 
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the congregation to the leader’s desires. By contrast, when the leader has strong 
convictions but also is truly open to how those convictions, together with the best of 
a particular congregation’s values, will unfold into a particular vision of the future, 
then trust abounds and the possibilities for moving forward together as leader and 
congregation are almost limitless. 

 
3. Competencies 
 
  Effective leaders have competencies that help a congregation deal with the 

normal anxieties and conflicts of communal life in healthy and productive ways. 
 
  Beyond the debate as to whether leadership is a matter of natural talent or 

learned skills, there are clearly competencies that leaders can learn through 
training. One should not overstate the distinction between character and 
competence, or a corresponding distinction between natural talent and learned 
skills. Most of the attributes listed under character (#1 above) tend to be more 
deeply embedded in who one is as a person by virtue of the totality of his or her 
natural endowments and life experiences, whereas the competencies listed below 
tend to be skills that can more easily be learned by a wide range of people. These 
skills include:  

 
 -- Listening and encouraging; 
 -- Communication;  
 -- Understanding authority, including the differences between formal and informal 

authority; 
 -- Understanding the importance of clear structures and practices of 

accountability; 
 -- Understanding dynamics and processes of change; 
 -- Understanding issues involved in cross-cultural ministry; 
 -- Understanding the dynamics of conflict and how to lead through conflict; 
 -- Motivating people to perform at their full potential; 
 -- Building support for and ownership of a process of change; 
 -- Using win-win problem solving techniques; 
 -- Understanding the congregation as a system; 
 -- Understanding the critical nature of pace when it comes to change; 
 -- Understanding the difference between courage and the temptation to 

martyrdom; 
 -- Understanding the pitfalls of charisma; 
 -- Knowing the difference between solving problems and creating opportunities 

for learning. 
 
 Congregations with leaders who possess these specific leadership skills are more 

likely to deal with the normal anxieties and conflicts of communal life in healthy and 
productive ways than congregations with leaders who do not possess these skills. 

 

 16



  A related challenge in leadership development is helping congregations be 
healthier and more effective in their working relationship with congregational 
leaders. Perhaps a resource can be developed that helps congregations in this 
regard. Some of the features of healthy congregations that could be highlighted and 
developed might include the following:  

 
 -- Strong commitment to the church’s purpose; 
 -- Healthy practices of communication within the congregation and among 

congregation and leaders (communication that, among other things, keeps 
truth and love and accountability and support together in creative tension); 

 -- Deep congregational practices of prayer for leaders and the congregation as a 
whole; 

 -- Leadership decisions guided first of all by the church’s purpose, not by a desire 
to keep peace at all costs.  

 
4. Confluence 
 
  Situations in which there is effective leadership will be marked by a confluence 

(a convergence, a coming together) of leader, congregation, time, place, ministry 
opportunity, and resources that is a gift of God’s Spirit and that enables a leader 
and congregation to move forward together in realizing God’s purposes 

 
  Leadership is not exercised in a vacuum. Leadership is exercised in a 

particular time and place, with a particular group of people who have a particular 
history, as well as by pastors and other leaders at particular points in their life 
journeys, with a particular cultural and social situation. The best leaders humbly 
acknowledge that they were in the right place at the right time—that a multitude of 
factors, some of them beyond their direct control, came together to produce 
relationships and events that resulted in great good. The best leaders will not claim 
that they could go to the next town and produce the same success story all over 
again. Principles govern leadership, but one of those principles is a unique and 
unrepeatable confluence of factors that come together in the leader-follower 
relationship and in the broader ministry situation. Synergy, convergence, and luck 
are words that leadership theorists use to describe this flourishing phenomenon. 
Providence, gift of God’s Spirit, and answers to prayer are words and phrases that 
Christians use.  

 
  Understanding the role of confluence in congregational and institutional life is 

critical for several reasons. First, it keeps every leader humble. Beware of leaders 
who think the flourishing of their organization is all their own doing. Second, it 
keeps leaders flexible. Different circumstances dictate different leadership 
emphases and strategies. Ecclesiastes 3 (There is a time for . . . ) also applies to 
leadership. The effective leader never “arrives” and “gets it all figured out.” The 
effective leader is constantly adapting to new challenges and opportunities. Third, it 
explains why the same person is not equally effective in all situations. The fact is 
that some leaders are fabulously successful in one setting and anything but 
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successful in the next setting. All leaders and followers need to recognize that 
confluence is not a matter of easy formulas and steps but of gift, grace, and 
surprise.  

 
  This reality of confluence cannot be used by leaders as an excuse for 

passivity: “Oh well, things don’t seem to be coming together this year. We’ll see 
what happens next year.” Effective leaders trust that as they take responsibility for 
matters of character, convictions, and competence that are within their control, God 
will work in and through their faithfulness to create this confluence of factors that 
constitute shalom and blessing.  

 
  For Christians, all four of these factors underscore the constant need for 

fervent prayer and openness to God. However, the need for confluence especially 
underscores how totally dependent the church is for God’s blessing upon the labors 
of leaders and congregations.  

 
D. Leadership challenges for the CRC 
 
 The CRC faces many challenges as it thinks about leadership development, 
particularly in the context of the local congregation. 
 
 One challenge is to come to some agreement denominationally about the nature of 
pastoral leadership in the church. The debate is often polarized, with one extreme 
maintaining that if pastors just preach the word and care for the flock, leadership will 
take care of itself; the other extreme puts too much stress on the role of the charismatic 
leader in casting the vision and in directing the group. 
 
 Those who represent the first extreme, i.e., those who minimize the role of the 
pastor in congregational leadership, must come to grips with the shift that has taken 
place from what Jackson Carroll calls a pastor-centered or clerical orientation of 
leadership, where the emphasis is upon what the pastor does to and for the laity as if 
the pastor is the central actor in the church’s life and the laity are essentially passive 
recipients, to a congregational orientation, where the emphasis is upon shared 
congregational leadership and congregational initiative in the creation and development 
of ministry. In this new orientation, pastors do more than perform certain pastoral 
functions (preaching, teaching, sacraments, visitation). They work collaboratively with 
the other members of the body to stimulate the discovery and use of the spiritual gifts of 
all members, thus enabling the body as a whole to engage in ministry. What is crucial in 
this regard is the realization that such body-focused ministry does not just happen by 
accident but must be envisioned and developed by those who lead.  
 
 Those who minimize the role of the pastor in congregational leadership not only 
must come to grips with the breakdown in the North American church of a consensus 
about exactly what the church is and should be but also with the critical role of pastors 
in helping congregations understand their calling and mission. In a prior era, the cultural 
and ecclesiastical consensus about what a church was and what a pastor did was so 
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strong that leadership in the church in some ways appeared to be unnecessary. The 
church appeared to move along on autopilot. Today that consensus has dissolved. 
Today, individual Christians and churches negotiate their own experience and piece 
together their own religious identity with little regard for the way things have been done 
in the past. Such situations require leadership that is theologically grounded, culturally 
responsive, and interpersonally sensitive. It requires leaders with character, conviction, 
and competence who serve selflessly and creatively in the full expectation of the 
confluence of God’s blessing. 
 
 On the other side, those who put too much stress on the role of the charismatic 
leader in casting the vision and directing the group must realize the ways in which such 
overemphasis is biblically and theologically defective and organizationally destructive. 
The biblical and theological themes that judge such an overemphasis have been 
reviewed above. More surprising to some is the extent to which North American 
students of leadership, quite apart from any biblical teaching, are abandoning a view of 
leadership that puts too much emphasis upon the charismatic leader. Ronald A. Heifetz, 
in his authoritative work on leadership entitled Leadership Without Easy Answers, 
speaks of “the myth of leadership. . . the solitary individual whose heroism and brilliance 
enable him to lead the way.” The problem is that such overemphasis upon the person of 
the leader proves to be counterproductive, the successes and failures of an 
organization are too closely tied to its leader, and the organization itself escapes 
responsibility. (Ronald Heifetz has two very important books on leadership: Leadership 
on the Line: Staying Alive through the Dangers of Leading [Boston: Harvard Business 
School Press, 2002], and Leadership Without Easy Answers [Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap Press, 1994].) 
 
 In his book Good to Great (HarperCollins, 2001), James Collins analyzes America’s 
great corporate success stories and comes to the startling conclusion that the leaders of 
America’s truly “good to great” companies are not big personalities who seek to build 
the success of the organization upon their own charisma and celebrity. Collins’ 
conclusion is that leaders who focus too much upon their personal role and not upon the 
mission itself, at best, limit their effectiveness and, at worst, sabotage the mission. 
(Collins emphasizes two characteristics of a leader that are consistent with great 
organizations: humility [does not take credit when things go right; assumes blame when 
things go wrong], and determination [a total focus on achieving the organization’s goals 
and willingness to do what is required, even at great personal sacrifice].) 
 
 Peter Steinke humorously points out the hazard of overemphasizing the role of the 
visionary leader when he says, “Any job description that uses the phrase ‘dynamic 
leader’ more than six times is fly paper for narcissists.” The point that modern 
leadership theorists are making, and that the New Testament understood long ago, is 
that leadership is not first of all about the personality of the leader; it is about the 
mission to which the group is called.  
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 This description and analysis of our denominational polarization on matters of 
leadership is no doubt incomplete. Hopefully it is a beginning of a conversation to help 
clarify some of the issues to be addressed.  
 
 A related but equally serious challenge that the CRC faces in its leadership 
development is that so many leadership models in the CRC are one of these two 
extremes, and those who aspire to leadership today do not have positive, balanced 
models of leadership to emulate. This only underscores the urgency of breaking through 
the polarity delineated above and finding a positive third way with respect to 
congregational leadership. 
 
 A new model of leadership that transcends the polarity of both passive pastor and 
visionary leader is what some are calling adaptive leadership. Adaptive leaders do not 
first of all cast visions; they clarify values. They lead not first of all by saying, “Follow 
me!” but by asking, “Who are we?” Here the role of a leader is to try to help the 
congregation understand its values and to wrestle with how those values and current 
realities do not quite match up. For instance, the adaptive leader’s first response is not, 
“We need to be more outreaching.” The adaptive leader’s first response are questions, 
“What do we believe about being an outreaching church? From Scripture? From our 
own confessions? Now, how do we measure up with what we believe? And what are we 
going to do about it?”  
 
 The adaptive leader helps people clarify the conflict between their own values and 
current reality and creates the conditions for the congregation to work through a process 
of change. Adaptive leaders do not see their roles as first of all to solve a church’s 
problems. They see their roles as helping a church wrestle with its own problems and 
make the appropriate adaptations. Adaptive leaders do not talk about solutions as much 
as they talk about learning: What can we learn together? What have we learned through 
this?  
 
 This model of leadership is usually associated with a systems approach to 
leadership and lies behind much leadership training in North America today. 
Approaches to and theories of leadership come and go. Our goal is not to endorse a 
particular theory of leadership but rather to find ways to talk about leadership that are 
faithful to biblical and theological principles, that transcend past polarities, and that give 
us positive models of leadership. Various agencies, offices, educational institutions, 
churches, and programs within the CRCNA are already involved in leadership 
development. See Appendix C for an outline of leadership development and key future 
directions in the areas of mentoring, assessment, youth, and communications and 
connections.  
 
V.   Summary 
 
 One of the main points of this paper is that leadership is not first of all a set of traits 
in one or more people designated as leaders but is a reciprocal relationship between 
leaders and the larger community. Even so, the church must identify and affirm potential 
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leaders, and people must assess their own leadership capacity. The qualities listed 
below summarize many of the different points made in this paper. No leader has all of 
these qualities in equal measure. Nevertheless, this summary list can serve as a tool for 
evaluating potential leaders. 
 

Effective Christian leaders 
 
 -- Are godly in character, manifesting the life of Christ and the fruit of the Spirit; 
 -- Pray fervently; 
 -- Are emotionally healthy and able to function effectively in a variety of 

relationships; 
 -- See the world in optimistic and hopeful terms; 
 -- Listen carefully; 
 -- Are trustworthy; 
 -- Are self-sacrificial; 
 -- Create ownership of ministry vision; 
 -- Utilize the giftedness of others; 
 -- Acknowledge that resistance to effective leadership is normal and unavoidable; 
 -- Are not afraid of conflict; 
 -- Are persistent in the face of conflict; 
 -- Are resilient in the face of setbacks; 
 -- Are respected by all members of a group even if not always liked or agreed 

with; 
 -- Bring people together, building consensus across lines of competing 

viewpoints; 
 -- Get people talking about their differences in ways that promote learning, 

listening, and insight; 
 -- Understand the importance of clear structures and practices of accountability; 
 -- Stay in close contact with those who are resisting their leadership; 
 -- Absorb the normal tensions and anxieties present in any community of people 

without overreacting and thereby escalating tensions; 
 -- Understand and manage the process of change; 
 -- Are humble and take little credit for the good things that happen around them. 
 
 As was said at the beginning, this paper is not the final word on the subject of 
leadership. The goal is for this paper to stimulate ongoing dialogue and learning at 
every level of the CRC. This paper already has been enriched and strengthened by the 
helpful feedback of many individuals and groups. Let the conversation and learning 
continue.  
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Appendix A 
Conclusions from Synod 1973 
 
Synod 1973 received a report on Ecclesiastical Office and Ordination (Acts of Synod 
1973, pp. 635-716). Synod received the report and recommended the following: 
 

C. That synod adopt the following observations as the framework within which the 
“guidelines for understanding the nature of ecclesiastical office and ordination” are to 
be understood: 
 
1. Although in the New Testament the organization of the church is not as clear as 
has sometimes been assumed, nevertheless there is insistence that the church shall 
have organizational structure, and that this organizational structure shall include 
designated leaders to whom respect and submission is due. 
 
2. Nowhere in the New Testament is there a conflict between authority and service, 
or between ruling and love. Christian authority involves service in the name of the 
authoritative Christ, and Christian service involves authority in the name of the serving 
Christ. Both before and after his ascension as our victorious Lord, Jesus is the 
authoritative Son of God who serves the Father and those whom the Father has given 
him. 
 
3. Christ only is Lord of the church, and no one may presume to rule in his place. 
Service and authority exercised in the church are in his Name and according to his 
Word. 
 
4. Because God is a God of order, and because the people of God are subject to 
many weaknesses and errors and in need of spiritual leadership in the face of a hostile 
world, Christ grants, by his Holy Spirit, gifts of ruling service and serving authority 
(service and authority) to particular people whom the church must recognize, in order 
that their gifts may be officially exercised for the benefit of all. 
 
5. The office bearers, i.e., certain people appointed to particular tasks, are not 
appointed without the call and approbation of the church. When so appointed, 
however, they are recognized by the church to be representatives of Christ in the 
special functions for which they have been appointed. As such they serve both Christ 
and the church, and are worthy of honor, especially if they serve and rule well. 
 
6. These guidelines are intended to offer helpful direction to the churches as they 
continue to seek practical solutions to the questions pertaining to the status and 
functions of “layworkers in evangelism” and related questions. These guidelines do not 
re-define the basic types of service currently assigned to deacons, elders and minister; 
nor do the guidelines now authorize anyone other than ministers to administer the 
sacraments along with the preaching of the Word. In keeping with our church polity, 
such changes may be introduced only by way of revision of the Church Order as 
decided by synod. 
 
E. That synod adopt the following statements as GUIDELINES FOR 
UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF ECCLESIASTICAL OFFICE AND 
ORDINATION: 
 
(Comprehensive Ministry: “Office of all believers”) 
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1. The general term for “office” in the Greek New Testament is DIAKONIA, meaning 
“service” or “ministry.” In this basic sense ecclesiastical office is one and indivisible, for 
it embraces the total ministry of the church, a ministry that is rooted in Christ. 
 
2. This comprehensive ministry (office) is universal, committed to all members of 
the church, and the task of ministry is shared by all. The ministry of the church is 
Christ’s ministry, and as Christ’s ministry it functions with the power and authority of 
Christ the Lord. This ministry of the church is shared by all who are in Christ. 
 
(Particular Ministries) 
 
3. It is not inconsistent with this universal office-sharing and is in keeping with 
apostolic practice that some individuals, in whom the church has discerned the 
required gifts, be appointed to special tasks. The Scriptures report a setting apart to 
particular ministries or services. Both in the Old and New Testaments God calls certain 
people for particular tasks. 
 
4. From the beginning these particular ministries were functional in character, 
arising under the guidance of the Spirit in the interests of good order and efficiency in 
the church, to enable the church to carry out Christ’s work in the world most 
effectively. 
 
5. The particular ministries are characterized by service, rather than by status, 
dominance or privilege. These ministries function with Christ’s power and authority, a 
power and authority rooted in obedience to his word and expressed in loving service. 
In turn, those who are served are to respond with obedience and respect. 
 
6. The particular ministries are to be distinguished in function, not in essence, from 
the comprehensive ministry shared by all believers, and distinctions among the 
particular ministries themselves also are functional. Since all members are 
commissioned to serve, there is only a difference in the kinds of service of deacons, 
elders, ministers, and all other members. 
 
(The Word and The Sacraments) 
 
7. The tasks of the preaching of the Word and of the administration of the 
sacraments have been given by Christ to the church. Although in the Scriptures these 
tasks are not explicitly limited to special officeholders, historically they have been 
assigned to and carried out by those whom the church has appointed on Christ’s 
authority. 
 
8. There is no valid biblical or doctrinal reason why a person whom the church has 
appointed to bring the Word may not also be appointed to administer the sacrament. 
 
(Appointment to Particular Ministries) 
 
9. “Ordination” should be understood as the appointment or setting apart of certain 
members of the church for particular ministries that are strategic for the 
accomplishment of the church’s total ministry. In this sense of appointment or setting 
apart, ordination has biblical precedent, and is valuable for the good order and well-
being of the church. 
 
10. The ceremony of the laying on of hands is not a sacrament but a symbolic act by 
which the church may publicly confirm its call and appointment to particular ministries. 
As such it is useful but not essential. 
 

 23



11. To invite only ministers, and not elders also, to participate in the laying on of 
hands is a departure from biblical example. Furthermore, there is no biblical warrant 
for limiting the laying on of hands to the occasion of setting apart for the particular 
ministry of the Word and the sacraments. 
 
12. Because the Scriptures do not present a definitive, exhaustive description of the 
particular ministries of the church, and because these particular ministries as 
described in Scripture are functional in character, the Bible leaves room for the church 
to adapt or modify its particular ministries in order to carry out effectively its service to 
Christ and for Christ in all circumstances. 

(Acts of Synod 1973, pp. 62-64) 
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Appendix B 
Guidelines from Synod 2001 
 
 Synod 2001 received a study report from the Committee to Study Ordination and 
“Official Acts of Ministry.” Synod adopted the four guidelines (below) “for understanding 
the nature of, and relationships among, the concepts and practices of ordination, the 
‘official acts of ministry,’ and church office” (Acts of Synod 2001, p. 503-4). While the 
leadership paper to which this is appended addresses leadership in a broader context 
than just the four official offices of the church, nevertheless these guidelines are helpful 
in addressing the relationships among the Reformed concepts of mission, leadership, 
office, and ordination.  
 

Guidelines 
 
a. Re mission 
 1) As the church of Jesus Christ, we have been called together to serve the 

mission of the Lord. We believe with the apostle Paul that this mission is 
above all  

 
   . . . from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave 

us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to 
himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has 
committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore 
Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal 
through us.  

(2 Cor. 5:18-20) 
 
 2) The role of the church in this mission is to be the body of Jesus Christ, 

manifesting his presence as we together and separately offer “our bodies 
[our whole lives] as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God” (Rom. 12:1). 
This is our public work, our liturgy, our great calling. 

 
 3) We are called to be a sacrificial presence in the world, giving of ourselves 

as Christ gave himself for the sake of others. We are “a chosen people, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that [we] may 
declare the praises of him who called [us] out of darkness into his wonderful 
light” (1 Pet. 2:9). 

 
 4) For our role in the mission of Jesus Christ, every Christian has been 

anointed (2 Cor. 1:21; Heidelberg Catechism Q. & A. 32) and called to 
serve the Lord. This is the office of believer. 

 
b. Re leadership 
 
 1) For the purposes of this redemptive mission, the Lord also calls some to 

serve as leaders. Leadership is centrally a relationship of trust and 
responsibility. Leaders are entrusted by Christ, the great shepherd of the 
sheep, to take pastoral responsibility for a part of his flock. With this 
responsibility comes the authority of Christ for the purposes to which the 
leader has been called. 

 
 2) Leaders must at the same time be recognized and trusted by the people of 

God as those who come with authority and blessings from the Lord. This 
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dual relationship of leader to Christ and leader to the people is what above 
all defines leadership in the church. Leaders are those who have both the 
call of Christ and the call of the people. 

 
c. Re the “official acts of ministry” 
 
 1) Certain acts of ministry—among them the preaching of the Word, the 

administration of the sacraments, the pronouncement of blessings for the 
people, the laying of hands on new leaders, and the reception and formal 
dismissal of members—are part of the ministry of Christ to his followers and 
are entrusted to the church and, within the church, to its ordained leaders, 
not to a specific office. 

 
 2) Therefore, no long-standing, organized congregation of Christians should 

be deprived of these liturgical acts simply because it cannot provide for the 
presence of an ordained minister or evangelist. 

 
 3) These acts of ministry symbolize and strengthen the relationships among 

the Lord, leaders, and the people of God. Their use is a sacred trust given 
to leaders by the Lord for the purpose of strengthening the flock. Therefore 
the administration of these acts should continue to be regulated by the 
church. 

 
d. Re ordination 

 
   1) Ordination is the church’s way to recognize and enact the relationships of 

leadership. In ordination, the church recognizes that a person has  
 
  -- The appropriate excellencies for ministry 
  -- The callings of Christ and the people of God 
  -- A call to a role of pastoral responsibility 
 
 2) The laying on of hands is the ceremony by which the church symbolizes 

and enacts the relationships of ordination. By this ceremony, the leader on 
whose head hands are laid is symbolically offered to Christ, included in the 
succession of leaders of the church stretching back to the apostles, and 
given the power of the Spirit. Since by the laying on of hands the church 
recognizes pastoral leadership as such and not a specific office or role, this 
ceremony is appropriate for all church offices. 

 
 3) Ordination is appropriate when, and only when, a person is called to 

pastoral leadership within the church. “Pastoral” is here understood to 
embrace the functions of all the offices, including deacons, elders, 
evangelists, and ministers of the Word. Ordination is not a way of 
recognizing a person’s academic credentials, elevating the prestige of 
religious professionals, or granting of tenure in the church. It is a 
recognition and enactment of a pastoral relationship between Christ and the 
church, mediated in a certain leader. As such it should not be entered into 
lightly. Therefore ordination ought to be regulated by the church according 
to the nature of the office. 

(Acts of Synod 2001, p. 503-4) 
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Appendix C 
Memo to MAC re Leadership Development 
 
December 10, 2003 
 
To: MAC 
 
From: Leadership Development Team 
 
I.   Good things already happening 
 
 In its review of leadership development efforts in the denomination, the Leadership 
Development Team is impressed with the quality and quantity of effort being exerted in 
many places in the denomination. The Sustaining Pastoral Excellence program with its 
mentoring, continuing-education, and peer-learning group initiatives is one example. 
The vocation programs at Calvin College and Dordt College are another. Efforts toward 
increased mentoring are expanding—in Pastor-Church Relations (PCR); in Leadership 
Development Networks (LDN); and in youth programs such as Youth Unlimited (YU), 
Encounters, and Facing Your Future (FYF). Local churches are designing mentoring 
programs for profession-of-faith candidates and for elders and deacons. Training for 
officebearers is growing with more Day of Encouragement-type events. Another growing 
idea is that of assessment, which includes assessment of ministers and church leaders 
as well as of congregations.  
 
II.   An odd ambivalence in our culture 
 
 When we look at the CRC, we see tremendous leadership by CRC members from 
many walks of life. Our Reformed view has served us well in raising up leaders for many 
different jobs and professions, yet we seem to have leadership struggles in the church. 
There is confusion about what leadership in the church even is, and many 
congregations are beset by tensions and conflict related to congregational leadership. 
 
 Many factors probably play into this leadership struggle in the church. North 
American culture as a whole is a leveling one that does not encourage leaders to be too 
strong. Our Reformed church polity also discourages too strong of a leadership role for 
any one person or group in the congregation or denomination. We also have a strain of 
resistance to strong leaders that may go back to our northern-European heritage. Thus, 
we debate about ecclesiastical offices as forms of service as well as about servant 
leadership and the priesthood of all believers. However, our debates about who may 
lead and who may not lead often may be more about control and power than about 
service. The tension in our church order between local and denominational control is a 
tension borne out in other discussions of leadership. We also find that pastors and other 
church leaders struggle with many issues, especially loneliness and isolation. Pastors 
go from a colleague-rich environment in the classroom to a colleague-poor one in the 
parish where many have difficulty. Another significant problem seems to be an inability 
to receive feedback well. 
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III.   How to move forward 
 
 As a Leadership Development Team, we have discussed at length various ways we 
can stimulate progress in our denomination’s leadership development efforts. A key 
concept that we have focused on is how to foster a healthy leadership development 
culture in the denomination. The basic approach we are considering, and want to test 
with MAC, is to capitalize on and build on positive things that are already happening in 
four areas. 
 
 The Leadership Development Team identified four areas under the umbrella of 
“creating a culture of leadership development” that seem to have particular energy and 
momentum at this time. These are areas where we believe we can do even more. We 
know that work in these four areas can not even begin to cover what could be done to 
develop a culture of leadership. We propose that identification and augmentation of 
these areas can be very helpful and will generate other activity by agencies and 
institutions that go beyond these four areas of mentoring, assessment, youth, and 
communication. 
 
A. Mentoring 
 
 The mentoring of pastors, officebearers, emerging leaders, and young people 
should be by way of relational learning. 
 
Note: The key concept here is to develop a culture marked by intentional relationships 
that are focused on spiritual growth, character development, and leadership 
development. 
 
1. Present mentoring activities include 
 
 a. Encounters – a cooperative effort between Youth Unlimited, Home Missions, 

Calvin Seminary, and others. 
 
 b. Calvin College – many mentoring activities including the Lilly programs for 

spiritual mentoring; worship apprenticeships; mentor-internship programs for 
business, engineering, and academic departments as well as youth ministry; 
and volunteer opportunities. 

 
 c. Calvin Seminary – Facing Your Future for high school students; internships 

and summer assignments (in cooperation with Home Missions, World 
Missions, and World Relief); and the Readiness for Ministry program. 

 
 d. Leadership Development Networks – mentoring in biblical knowledge, ministry 

skills, and spiritual formation over a three-year training period. 
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 e. Pastor-Church Relations – a five-year mentoring relationship for newly 
ordained pastors, new work in the area of mentoring for church staff people, 
and training for regional pastors. 

 
2. Key future directions 
 
  The mentoring activities above are listed in chronological order—junior high 

through employment. A future need is to track and coordinate people as they move 
through the "system" so that interests, talents, and passions can be funneled in the 
right directions. We need to help young people find their place of kingdom service. 

 
  CSI and other Christian Schools have much to offer that is not being taken into 

account, e.g., the influence that teachers and coaches have on younger-aged 
children. CSI also has other leadership development initiatives that we have not 
tapped into. Thus, CSI can be a key institution in future directives. 

 
  Mentoring for other church leaders—unordained staff members and 

officebearers—needs to be developed and/or expanded. However, because mentor 
training is a large need in all the above, how do we train (and coach) the mentors? 
Thus, mentoring is also a key factor for future directives. 

 
B. Assessment 
 
 Assessment involves many people and many practices. It is necessary for all types 
of pastors, leaders, and gifts. It is also a positive, helpful, regular practice that picks up 
pathologies, though it is not solely problem-driven. In addition, assessment is a 
comprehensive process that has relational involvement as well as tests and interviews, 
which congregations need very much. However, congregational assessment should not 
be from good to bad. It should be more like a Myers Briggs process that evaluates types 
of congregations. 
 
Note: The key concept here is to develop a culture in which assessment tools and 
processes that help people identify, develop, and use their gifts for leadership are 
regularly used at all levels of the church’s life. 
 
1. Present assessment activities include 
 
 a. Facing Your Future – this Calvin Theological Seminary program provides 

exposure to theological education and ministry that is designed to identify and 
encourage future Christian leaders vocationally. 

 
 b. Vocational testing – this program is available at Calvin College’s Broene 

Center and is comparable to programs in other Christian colleges. 
 
 c. CTS Readiness for Ministry – this is a Calvin Theological Seminary concurrent 

program that encourages self-analysis as well as peer analysis and feedback. 
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 d. Leadership Development Network – this program has been developed by 

Home Missions, and it identifies and trains leaders within congregations. 
Assessment is a part of qualifying for EDN and the ongoing process of LDN. 

 
 e. Encounters (formerly SWIM) – is an intensive ministry experience in which 

individuals gain insight into their “call” to a particular vocation as part of their 
response to Christ. 

 
 f. Assessments (CTS) – this program, conducted in the fall of the first year, is 

primarily geared toward the students’ development during their seminary 
involvement. 

 
 g. Directions – Home Missions conducts three-day intensive assessments to 

discern suitability for church planting. These are done regularly and in various 
locations throughout North America. (It should be noted that, while this process 
is geared toward identifying potential church planters, participants may also 
receive feedback encouraging them into other types of ministry.) 

 
 h. Pastor-Church Relations – this is a contracted program with two local 

psychologists to conduct assessments of pastors whose fitness for duty may 
be questioned either by others or by the pastor. 

 
2. Key future directions 
 
  All of the current practices mentioned above provide a good value in this area. 

Ongoing adjustments to these programs with an eye to encouragement and 
assessment should be supported. Programs that identify, celebrate, and encourage 
the gifts and potential of junior high and high school students would be very helpful. 
These can come in the form of educational events, mission projects, or mentoring 
relationships. The same can be said of the post-high school population. An 
expanded and encouraging track of spiritual direction and vocational discernment 
would be strategic. 

 
  Through a variety of encouragements, existing leaders could be coached to 

look for young people and adults with gifts and abilities that might qualify them for 
full-time vocational ministry. Additionally, the assessment centers sponsored by 
Home Missions could be expanded to include sensitivities not only to church 
planters but also to parish pastors, chaplains, campus ministers, and so forth. 
Cooperative efforts with other denominations could be valuable. Finally, the fitness 
for ministry assessment strategy could be further strengthened and offered as a 
routine and positive approach for assisting pastors and other leaders to discern an 
appropriate ministry fit. 
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C. Youth  
 
 We must identify young people with leadership gifts and interests in ministry. We 
must see that we develop them in leadership roles by providing training, and we must 
continually track the progress of young people involved in leadership development 
efforts. 
 
Note: The key concept here is to develop a culture that intentionally identifies young 
leaders and provides support for their development. 
 
1. Present youth activities 
 
 a. Encounters – this is a collaborative effort of CRWRC, Youth Unlimited, CRWM, 

CRHM, CTS, and Calvin College to involve one hundred or more teens in 
summer ministry sites.  

 
 b. Facing Your Future at CTS – this program involves thirty-five to forty students 

who come together to investigate ministry at seminary and in a ministry 
environment. 

 
 c. Calvin College Summer Leadership Seminar – this program, held at Snow 

Mountain Ranch in Colorado, features service and weekly leadership 
seminars. 

 
 d. SERVE – 2000 young people each year come together during one week. They 

serve and are spiritually challenged by YU and are networked into Encounters. 
 
 e. Pathways to Possibilities, MLK Young Leaders Weekend, and Entrada 

Scholars – these programs are aimed at promoting higher education with 
inner-city youth. 

 
 f. Calvin Worship Symposium (Youth Track) – held last year in collaboration with 

Facing Your Future is a special event for teens interested in ministry. 
 
 g. Calvin College – offers worship apprentice training, a Jubilee Fellow 

scholarship program for selected students in their senior year, the Service 
Learning Center, and a resident advisor program. 

 
 h. Youth ministry courses and internships – these are offered through Calvin 

College and Calvin Theological Seminary. 
 
2. Key future directions 
 
  We must develop training programs that will help congregations identify young 

people with leadership potential. We must develop programs for middle-school-
aged young people that focus on identifying and developing leaders. Finally, we 
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must encourage networking among present youth activities by way of shared 
positions and shared programs. 

 
D. Communications and connections 
 
 A communications hub—to be located on the CRC web site—is essential. This will 
provide links among all areas of leadership development in the various agencies and 
organizations. 
 
Note: The key concept here is to create a focal point in the culture for enriching and 
encouraging leadership development initiatives. 
 
1. Present communications and connections activities 
 
  Communications and connections in leadership development are currently 

taking place through e-mail communication from the committee requesting input 
from the Ministries Administrative Council (MAC). This process has already raised 
the awareness of the agency directors regarding the work and objectives of the 
Leadership Development Committee. Other efforts include: 

 
 a. Dynamic Youth Ministries, which offers conventions and regional rallies.  
 
 b. Estes Park, at which the YMCA of the Rockies Summer Leadership Institute 

takes place. Glenn Triezenberg is the director. 
 
 c. Calvin College, which has the Service Learning Center.  
 
 d. VIS/SERVE/CRWRC, which provides communications training.  
 
 e. Classes, which have Classical Diaconate Committees.  
 
 f. Orientation, which applies to agency and institution boards.  
 
 g. Lilly Vocation Grant, which funds a program at Dordt College.  
 
 h. CSI/Calvin College partnerships, which provide leadership training for potential 

Christian school administrators to connect, communicate, and encourage each 
other. 

 
 i. CSI, which provides regional conventions for educators.  
 
 j. Churches, which have youth leaders and pastors.  
 
 k. Lilly Vocation Grant programs, which are for Calvin College and are directed 

by Shirley Roels. These programs include: 
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  -- a mentorship program in spiritual leadership, codirected by Cherith and 
Robert Nordling. 

  -- a youth ministry program offered in collaboration with CTS. 
  -- a Jubilee Fellows program (onsite leadership internships), directed by 

Dale Cooper. 
  -- a worship apprentice program. 
  -- a faculty scholars for research and a curricular innovation by faculty. 
  -- faculty/staff development retreats and programs. 
  -- a department retreat program. 
  -- a ministry resource center in the Hekman Library, directed by Ed Seely. 
 

l. Calvin Institute for Christian Worship (CICW), which is a collaboration between 
CC, CTS, and CRCNA. The programs here include: 

 
  -- an annual Symposium on Worship and the Arts. 
  -- onsite retreats and conferences on worship, leadership, and other 

congregational ministry topics in North America. 
  -- worship renewal grants.  
  -- Reformed Worship (RW) in partnership with CICW and CRC Publications. 
  -- COLAM, a Conference on Liturgy and Music in partnership with CICW and 

RW. 
 
 m. Agency and institution publications including:  
 
  -- The Banner. 
  -- Henry Hess and the CRC Communications Office. 
  -- video, radio, and TV programs by the Back to God Hour, Inner Compass 

(Calvin College), and agency and DYM videos. 
 
2. Key future directions 
 
  When the draft of the leadership definition paper is approved by MAC, it should 

urge the use of all appropriate means of communication on this topic (newsletters, 
publications, video, and staff retreats) available through the agencies and 
institutions of the CRC, many of whom have current leadership programs. It should 
also raise the awareness of the leadership component in all the recruitment for and 
training in the programs listed above. Additionally, it should (1) connect with other 
colleges and institutions that have similar programs; (2) retool The Banner to 
combine with the CRC Source, by using this opportunity of change to coordinate 
leadership objectives among all agencies and institutions; and (3) utilize existing 
news and story resources to enhance knowledge of leadership objectives for all 
agencies and institutions; and (4) because video, radio, TV programs by the Back 
to God Hour, Inner Compass (Calvin College), and agency and DYM videos are in 
process all the time, we should utilize them to raise awareness for leadership 
development efforts. 
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IV.   Recommendation  
 
 The Leadership Development Team recommends that MAC endorse the basic 
direction and focus of the LDT’s efforts as outlined in this memo, including: 
 
A. Its central focus upon how to foster a healthy leadership development culture in the 
denomination. 
 
B. Its strategy to capitalize upon the four areas mentioned above in which there is 
already considerable energy and momentum. 
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