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CHAPTER 1

NO MASKS ALLOWED



Our masks have become our reality, and we have become our lies. In short,
we have lost authenticity and adopted an identity based on illusion. We
have become a house of smoke and mirrors.

— David Benner, The Gift of Being Yourself

I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the
Father knows me and I know the Father. (John 10:14-15, ESV)

One of the college students in my ministry discovered the power of being
known this semester. She is one of those happy-go-lucky, Disney-
princess-loving type of girls. She always has a happy face on and
constantly jokes around with everyone in our campus church. During one
of our services, I was preaching a message on taking our masks off. The
main point of the message was to challenge our students to be honest
with themselves, and others, with their struggles, sins, fears, doubts, and
pain. During the sermon, I gave a description of my past issues with a
pornography addiction and how I hid behind a mask to cover up my sin. I
was studying to be a pastor, and I felt compelled to hide behind a mask of
"good future pastor" because in my mind, pastors never struggled with
things like this.

After the service, she took me aside and began to let me in on some of
the big issues in her life. She was struggling with alcohol and partying and
had recently received a citation for underage drinking. She told me that
my vulnerability helped her be vulnerable as well. Ever since that Sunday,
she's been on a journey of demasking herself. She's been insanely honest
with one of our staff members about many more issues in her life. She has
seen the true love of God from people who truly know her and has
stepped into leadership roles at our church as a result. The genesis for this
was a simple choice of authenticity by a leader she respected and trusted.
Taking off our masks not only helps propel those around us to know us,
but it also gives others the freedom to be known as well because they will
feel free to take their masks off too. Emerging generations see demasking
as a desperate need — and as leaders of emerging leaders, we must learn
this and apply it.



This principle is not just helpful; it's biblical. When God created humanity,
God designed them with two innate desires — two desires God shares
with humans — to know and be known. You can see this truth
immediately in God's relationship with Adam. God created Adam, spent
time with Adam, and discovered through knowing Adam that something
was missing. God then created Eve to fill that missing piece, as well as to
display a fuller picture of who God is. We are all created in the image of
God (the Imago Dei), and so this image of community, intimacy, and
relationship — knowing and being known — is supremely important to
the completion of the Imago Dei. In this one masterful event of love, God
displayed God's knowing of Adam and God's own desire to be more fully
known by God's creation.

The desire to be known and to know continues throughout the Genesis
story. God walked together in the garden with Adam and Eve. Through
time and activity together, the three of them grew in their knowledge of
one another. Genesis 2:25 describes the most beautiful explanation of this
knowing. The Scripture says that Adam and Eve were both naked and
unashamed.

Nothing hidden. No masks. No secrets. No pretending. Just pure, simple,
honest communion and partnership that created an environment in which
the whole of their selves was completely exposed to God, and to one
another, without any fear of rejection or insecurity. This is the type of
knowing we all crave. Deep within us, we long for a place where the fear
of rejection for who we really are can be forever expelled. We will never
get back to the garden of Eden, but we can begin to experience aspects
of this type of honest community. In this, we can have a taste of the final
garden in the middle of the city of God that we read about in Revelation
21 and 22. There, we will return to a garden in which there will be no
more hiding. As leaders who lead current and future leaders, we have an
opportunity to develop what I call cultures of knowing. I believe we must
develop these types of cultures everywhere we live, work, and play,
especially within the church community. I would suggest that if we do not
create these cultures, we will pass up many future leaders, leaving them
unknown and, therefore, further disillusioned with the church or maybe
even leadership in general.



When we study the constant barrage of data before us on the millennial
generation as well as on generation Z, we can see a recognizable pattern
of thought as it pertains to the church. The pattern of thought is that
churches are largely viewed as judgmental and fake. The first research
effort from the Barna Group that discovered the severity of the millennial
generation's disdain for the church in these areas was written ten years
ago and published in a book titled UnChristian: What a New Generation
Really Thinks About Christianity ... and Why It Matters. These sentiments
have only been reinforced over the last ten years and have been picked
up by the generation emerging behind millennials. I confess, as an older
millennial and a pastor, I too have experienced both judgmental and
hypocritical attributes from more churched people than unchurched.

A masked culture is one in which the majority of people are actors playing
a part. They show up, act as they know they're supposed to, say the right
things, display the right image, but deep down they know little of it is real
for them. They can't share when they don't feel like showing up. They
can't be honest if they're doubting internally. They can't frown when
they're expected to smile, and they can't admit when they mess up due to
the fear of rejection. So, the play continues.

This does not have to be the case moving into the future. I believe this is a
church culture issue and that culture is developed primarily through the
leaders. As leaders, we have a chance to change the fake, maskwearing
culture that plagues the Christian culture and hinders our ability to speak
into the lives of the emerging generation. It begins with us. We can no
longer lead as leaders who fail to be known and who fail at knowing those
we are seeking to grow as leaders.

"What kind of pastor do you want to be?" That question rang in my ears
when it was first asked of me. I was in college, studying to be in ministry,
and I desperately wanted to be a great pastor. Who goes to school for a
specific realm of leadership and wants to be bad at it? For that matter,
who wants to be mediocre? I sure didn't. So, I gave my answer aloud to
the person asking the question: "I want to be a great pastor."

The response I received in return to my answer was blunt, offensive (to me
at least), and unnerving. The response was this: "Then you need



counseling ..." I felt as though a truck had hit me. My calm, confident, and
yet arrogantly put-together self began to crumble that day. It was the
start of a journey I am still on to this day — a journey of trying to become
unmasked and a journey toward living in such a way that is naked and
unashamed (Genesis 2:25). I had to face the fact that I was not who I
thought I was. I had to allow the Spirit of God to reveal my true self and,
therefore, give me the ability to truly be known by others.

Do you want to be a great leader?

Do you want to be a leader who leaves a legacy of leaders behind to do
your job even better than you did?

Of course you do, or you would not be reading this book.

Since it is true, my first piece of advice is to begin the journey of being
unmasked and letting yourself be known. Don't hide behind supposed
perfection. Be honest about doubts, fears, and struggles. Stop covering up
your mistakes with excuses. Apologize when you've wounded someone.
Share past failures to more completely humanize yourself.

How does this connect to knowing our young leaders? How does this help
develop relationships of knowing? In any relationship, it is easy to put on
a mask or a false self that we think the other person would like for us to
be. It can be tempting because we can shape a person who is respected,
strong, well-liked, and gregarious, even if that is not our real self. We can
portray a self that is anything we want it to be, as long as we are good
enough actors. We do this because it works to some degree, at least for a
while. People end up liking our false self, so we continue to project our
false self. The false self lurks around the corner in every relationship,
including our relationship to God and even the relationship we have with
ourselves.

The problem with our masks is that they cause us to go through life not
fully being known.We all have an intrinsic lasting desire to know others
and be known by others. It was implanted in us at Creation and will
remain within us for eternity, from garden to garden. We long for the
garden experience of being naked and unashamed, yet fear this type of



exposure because there is a real possibility of rejection and this creates
within us myriad insecurities. The garden resonates with each one of us, as
author and pastor Chris Folmsbee so aptly put it. There may have been
times of openness in our lives that ended up biting us in the end, and so
we told ourselves that we would never allow this to happen again. As
leaders, we may even have a stronger fear of our openness coming back
to bite us with those who follow us. This attitude or outlook, however,
fortifies the masks we wear.

The problem with our masks in leadership is that they create a leadership
style that is inauthentic and detached from healthy relationships. It causes
the environments we lead to have the same detached, inauthentic
community. When young leaders enter places with this type of inauthentic
culture, they bristle and are therefore hard to mentor and guide. They will
see the environment as judgmental and hypocritical, not welcoming and
open. They will not open up their soul, and a growing, deep, and intimate
relationship will be tough to cultivate.

The people we lead may generally see within us a confident, all-knowing
leader and rarely see anything else. When problems arise, we can react
with our assumptions and neglect the real issues. We may not like being
told we are wrong, and we rarely admit failures. When others (especially
young leaders) bring ideas to the table, we easily dismiss them because it
doesn't fit "our plan." We may rework certain plans repeatedly, but won't
admit when we need help, even though it is painfully obvious to everyone
that we need it. This is inauthentic, mask-wearing leadership.

None of us is immune to the temptations of this type of leadership style.
Many leaders I've worked with and under have struggled with this, as
have I. I remember an event idea I had for our campus church. I thought it
was a perfect idea. I tossed the event idea to the team, thinking it was a
home run. Not one person on the team rallied behind it. I pushed it
through anyway, and we had little to no people show up. I didn't listen. I
didn't ask for help. I shrugged off ideas because I felt I needed to be
confident in my event plan. I learned the hard way that leading in that
way was a hindrance, rather than a help.

Many reading this may be taken aback because, after all, aren't we trained



to be confident? Aren't we as leaders supposed to have the answers? The
answer, of course, is both yes and no. As leaders, we are called to lead,
and we should not be constantly wavering on the directions in which we
are leading the people following us. Yet we should live in the realm of
simple honesty. Part of dropping or taking off our mask is being honest.
When we mess up, we fess up. When we aren't sure of the plan going
forward, we say so and joyfully seek input from our team. After all, who
really wants to follow a phony who doesn't admit mistakes? Being
authentic is admitting when we've messed up. It's asking forgiveness for
those mistakes, and it's holding others to a standard of authenticity as
well. Emerging generations are fed up with pretentious and counterfeit
leaders everywhere: in the church, in politics, and in major corporations.
They are done with the fake and desire real, raw authenticity. LifeWay
conducted a study of millennials in 2014 that opened everyone's eyes to
the full reality of the millennials' disdain for inauthentic leadership. In the
findings section of this study, Thom Rainer said, "They don't want phony;
they want authentic. They don't want pretentious; they want transparent."
Leaders who pretend to have all the right answers are easily discovered
and seen as fake by the emerging generations.

Exposing doubts and struggles and honestly stating they don't know
something poses a huge problem for most leaders because they've been
trained to have the answers and to be strong, confident, and have no
weak links in their armor. Even as pastors, many of us have been trained
to share very little from our true self, and when we do, we share a success
story, not a failure story.

Leaders everywhere must unlearn this harmful training if they ever expect
people of younger generations to follow them over the long haul. As
leaders, we must learn, relearn, and practice the ancient art of repentance
and confession, a lesson that sadly many pastors struggle with on a large
scale. When a leader offers confession and repentance, the emerging
generation will take notice and respect that leader more than if they
hadn't experienced it. We must consistently check ourselves and ensure
we live confessional lives among our emerging generation followers. King
Saul is a leader in the Bible with much to teach us. His failures in
leadership largely stemmed from his consistent and effective mask-
wearing.



Remember, this book is not a "leadership" book on how leaders need to
learn new "leadership skills." The purpose of this book is far different from
that. The purpose of this book is to give you insight on how to know,
equip, and release younger, emerging leaders. Although this book's
purpose is different, I think we can see biblical examples of failed
leadership and learn from them.

I remember a time when a congregant gently corrected me on a minor
issue. I had said something wrong in a sermon. I simply made an error
about a biblical story. It wasn't heretical, but it was a mistake. They felt the
need to point it out so if I preach that sermon again, I could make the
necessary adjustment. In the heat of the moment, I told the college
student, "Well, it can be interpreted two different ways. I simply gave the
lesser known way of interpretation." As soon as I said it, I knew what I was
saying wasn't true and so did the student I was telling it to. I had a choice
— own my lie and apologize for the mistake in the sermon or keep the
"I'm right" statement. Thankfully, the Holy Spirit immediately convicted
me, and I confessed to both mistakes. If I hadn't, not only would I have
been in sin, but I also would've lost the confidence of that student.

When things go bad, it's easy to point the finger and say, "The board
wouldn't allow me to make changes" or "The church members are too old
to move, so we stayed stagnant" or "I have too many office hours to fill,
so I don't spend time in the community." Leaders must own problems,
especially in front of the younger leaders they hope to one day unleash
into areas and positions of future leadership. If all these young leaders
hear is a story that failure belongs to everyone else and not us as leaders,
they will only see counterfeit leadership.

However, when the people we lead see us owning up to our failures, they
can feel free to own up to theirs. However, if we neglect to own it, it won't
change because we'll continue to sweep it under the carpet and pretend it
doesn't exist. Good leaders who unleash other leaders own their failures
and seek to make it right.

Over the years I have spent in ministry, I repeatedly found that
vulnerability produces greater levels of vulnerability in all of us. Therefore,
I've intentionally spent time in this book to share how leaders can take off



our "leader mask." If we truly want to know the younger leaders we hope
to unleash, we must first give them opportunity to know us. It's not just in
moments of confession or admitting when we're wrong, although those
are great starting points. It's allowing younger leaders to share our fears,
doubts, and struggles, as well as triumphs and wins. When we live with no
masks allowed, we create a culture of mask-less leading, and people,
particularly the younger leaders around us, can start to be truly known.

As stated before, this generation is crying out for real, raw, transparent
leadership. If leaders leave this on the side of the road and treat it as if it
is another "meaningless leadership fad," they will continue to lose ground
with this generation. Many people making up the emerging generations
are longing to be free from the enslavement that wearing masks can
bring. Those in the emerging generation may not articulate this well, but
their cry for authenticity is a cry to be accepted as they are. The cry of
emerging generations is to get back to the original reality of humanity —
naked and unashamed. I believe this longing is the driving force behind
many of the social issues we find these generations fighting for,
particularly as it pertains to the LGBTQ community (lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer or questioning). There is a demand for everyone to be
included in a safe environment that exposes and highlights who they
really are, without fear of rejection. If we're going to speak into the lives of
emerging generations, they must trust us. In order for millennials and
generation Z to trust us, they need to know we know them and they know
us, but it begins with us allowing ourselves to be known.

(Continues...)
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