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THE NEW UNCHARTED TERRITORY

IN LESS THAN A MONTH literally everything we assumed about what a church does changed.
Sunday morning services? Small groups? Committee meetings? Programs on our church
campus? All cancelled—even Easter Sunday services.

As the days of shelter-in-place turned into weeks and weeks turned into months, most
experts acknowledged that the global pandemic that has led to tens of thousands of deaths is
likely to be more like a “little ice age” than a long winter or a stormy blizzard. 1 While
churches and schools rapidly transitioned to meeting online, hopes that we would soon return
to normal all quickly and worrisomely faded. As leaders hoped that our once roaring
economy, bustling restaurants and bars, students in classrooms on school campuses, church
sanctuaries filled with worshipers, and bank accounts filled with donations would instantly
reappear, many were immediately dealing with large-scale layoffs and furloughs, devastating
losses in income and investments, and the heightened anxiety of facing a future with no clear
understanding at all of what that future may look like.

So now what does ministry look like in this changing world? What kind of strength,
wisdom, character, and discernment do we need to lead well? How do we clarify what should
never change and at the same time prepare to let go of many things that are dear to us? What
does it mean to be adaptive leaders who are able to go into uncharted territory when
everybody has been thrust into it at the same time? And how can we who feel the burden of
leading in this unprecedented, changing world be formed for the call that we have been given?

About twelve years ago, I heard a whisper for the first time. It was a pastor who was
deeply discouraged and trying to make sense of why so much effort and faithfulness seemed to
bear such little fruit. Over the years I would hear it over and over again: “Seminary didn’t
train me for this, Tod.”

Back then, I was serving a congregation as their senior pastor and on a commission to
prepare my denomination for the future. I had also started doing consulting and coaching in
leading change with church and nonprofit leaders. On one particular day, I was stunned when
three of my colleagues all resigned from their churches. There were no affairs or scandals or
renunciations of faith—just three good servants all throwing in the towel, overwhelmed by the
task in front of them.

The circumstances were as different as the pastors themselves, but there was one thing
they all had in common: their churches were struggling because so many of the approaches
and assumptions of the past were no longer working. The pastors hadn’t changed their beliefs;
the churches hadn’t changed their values. The world around them had changed. And it was
continuing to do so at an even more rapid pace.



In one generation, the place of Christianity within culture dramatically shifted as we
experienced what theologians and sociologists of religion call the “death of Christendom.”
Christendom isn’t Christian faith. Christendom is the culture that supports Christian faith,
giving Christianity privilege, priority, and place in our society. Christendom was the Los
Angeles Times publishing a week’s worth of Bible readings in 1963, and thousands of small
towns being developed with a library, courthouse, and the “First Church of (whoever got there
first)” in the town square. Christendom was churches that were thriving because everybody in
town knew that their boss at work would be taking notice of who was a good churchgoer.
Everybody, including most non-Christians, held pretty similar Christian values.

Most of us pastors had been trained by seminaries and in denominational structures that
believed that if we focused our attention in this Christendom world on good preaching of the
Scriptures, attentive pastoral care, and a few relevant programs for kids and youth, then all
would be well.

But over the past generation, those assumptions have been called into question. Churches
of all kinds have seen diminishing attendance. Millennials are leaving the churches that raised
them at the rate of one million a year, and the number of nones—those who, when asked on
demographic form what religion they belong to, answer “none”—is climbing at skyrocketing
rates. Many of us began to realize that the training that we received needed to be augmented
with a different kind of leadership.

And the pace of change was just speeding up.
In 2015 I published a book about leadership in uncharted territory. That book uses the

metaphor of Lewis and Clark’s expedition as a way of describing the kind of adaptive
leadership that is needed when you go “off the map” and face challenges for which you have
no expertise. Adaptive leadership teaches us to build trust through forming relational “holding
environments,” to expect to experience loss when we let go of deeply held behaviors and
expectations, and to become people who can learn as we go. It teaches us that we have to learn
to manage competing values and to deal with sabotage and resistance—by the very people we
are called to lead.

Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory has already sold
nearly ninety thousand copies. Over the past five years I have traveled half a million miles to
three different continents and spoken to over two hundred churches and groups of pastors and
leaders. Everywhere I have been, there were church leaders all trying to learn how to lead
when the “world in front of you is nothing like the world behind you.” And especially when
those changes are coming so rapidly. Eighteen hundred years of Christendom expectations in
the West have changed in one generation. It’s not just the change that is so disorienting but the
speed of change. 2

And that was before the coronavirus.
In her book Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership, Ruth Haley Barton describes the

daunting leadership moment that many of us feel—and have felt with even more intensity in
this season of unprecedented worldwide change.



Somehow, we know that this moment is different. This is not about making a brilliant career
move. It is not about security. It is not about success or failure or anything else the ego wants for
us. It is not about choosing among several attractive options. This is about the Spirit of God
setting us on our feet and telling us, “This is yours to do.” 3

In this little book you will be offered two tools for leading resiliently through rapid
change. I give no predictions and no sure-fire prescriptions. Instead I want to draw from the
best of leadership literature and Christian spiritual formation to offer a way of leading and a
process of leadership formation. The first teaches us how to lead when rapidly changing
environments reveal a genuine lack of expertise; the second forms us with the strength and
flexibility needed to fulfill the call on our lives to lead at this moment.

This book draws on the heart of Canoeing the Mountains by giving a brief overview of
adaptive leadership. It then offers a part of a chapter from my new book, Tempered Resilience:
How Leaders Are Formed in the Crucible of Change, which focuses on creating a rule of life
for staying resilient when experiencing the vulnerability of leadership in uncharted territory.

In an interview during the fear and uncertainty post-9/11, leadership author Margaret
Wheatley wrote,

The primary way to prepare for the unknown is to attend to the quality of our relationships, to
how well we know and trust one another. . . . There is one core principle for developing these
relationships. People must be engaged in meaningful work together if they are to transcend
individual concerns and develop new capacities. 4

It is my hope that this little book will be read together by teams of people who are
committed to forming better, healthier, more trust-filled partnerships that indeed transcend
individual concerns (as profoundly real as they are!) and who develop the wisdom and
resilience to lead their organizations through the new little ice age into the “new normal” that
awaits us.



WHAT KIND OF LEADERSHIP IS NEEDED?

ADAPTIVE LEADERSHIP
In their book Leadership on the Line, Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky describe adaptive
challenges as the work confronting a leader when there is no known fix to a problem. It’s
when “best practices” are irrelevant, when there is no “expertise” at hand, no personal
experience to draw on that is relevant to the challenge of the moment. When a leader and an
organization are facing a sudden disruption, a completely unforeseen “black swan” event, or
uncharted territory, a different kind of leadership is needed. It’s like when Meriwether Lewis,
William Clark, Sacagawea, and the expert river navigators that made up the Corps of
Discovery looked over the Lemihi Pass in Montana.

Their commission had been to navigate from the fork where the Missouri River emptied
into the Mississippi River in St. Charles, Missouri, to the source of the Missouri River and to
find the connection to the Columbia River that would provide an all-water route from the
Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic. After eighteen months of traveling upstream, a long winter with
the Mandan tribe in North Dakota, a strenuous passage over the Great Falls of Montana, and a
winding, long slog up a rapidly dwindling creek, they had indeed found the source of the
Missouri. Following a short hike to the top of the pass, Meriwether Lewis and his scouting
party expected to find another stream that would become the Columbia River and propel them
downstream to the Pacific Ocean and the accomplishment of their mission: finding a navigable
water route across the continent. Those dreams were disrupted when this band of expert river
explorers discovered that they were instead facing hundreds of miles of foreboding Rocky
Mountains with steep, soaring peaks that made water navigation impossible.

Adaptive leadership is what is needed at moments like that: when you find yourself
without a map and recognizing that you have to lead your people into a reality where the
world in front of you is nothing like the world behind you. There is no clear plan, no map to
follow, no past expertise to give confidence to both the leader and followers. Instead the leader
must calmly and courageously tell the truth about their condition, and when asked, “What do
we do?” must say the three hardest words for any leader to say: “I don’t know.” And then you
begin the process of learning, facing loss, and navigating competing values that is at the heart
of adaptive leadership.

When an organization faces the unknown, they must immediately begin to wisely adapt
their mission and responses to the changing environment or circumstances so that new
possibilities arise for understanding and facing their challenges with new actions. Just as an
organism must adapt in order to thrive in a changing environment, so organizations need to
adapt to the changing world around them without losing their fundamental identity, their



reason for being, and their core values and purpose. This kind of leadership is complex and
fraught with loss, fears, and anxiety, which cause us to feel off-balance and insecure. But this
is the essence of leadership in a changing world.

For most organizational leaders, this vulnerability and disequilibrium is itself unfamiliar
and deeply distressing. We become leaders because we were once accomplished contributors.
Most of us were promoted to leadership because we excelled in certain tasks and achieved
certain educational standards. Many of us have master’s degrees, and we who became lead
pastors did so because we demonstrated skills in preaching, teaching, program management,
and administration. Those of us who are executive directors of nonprofit and mission
organizations were chosen because of our talent for vision casting, strategic planning, and
fundraising. In other words, we had technical competencies that gave us credibility and
relational and personal character qualities that led people to trust us with the very mission that
has brought us to this most challenging moment—when a new kind of leadership is needed.

In his work on leadership in diverse and challenging contexts, Ronald Heifetz makes a
distinction between “technical problems” and “adaptive challenges.” Technical problems are
those where the solution is available to and “within the repertoire” of the community. These
are the solutions that come from “best practices” or are known and offered by an expert or
implemented by a capable practitioner, professional, or manager. For pastors, typical technical
problems include preaching effective and faithful sermons; leading the people of God in
worship, prayer, and devotion; offering pastoral care; managing the church programs,
ministry, and budget; counseling; and teaching the doctrines of faith.

It’s important to note that these are deeply important, even at times difficult, tasks. They
require education, experience, and expertise. They are critical to the life, health, and faith of a
community and of individuals. They are as important to a congregation as river navigation,
hunting, military discipline, organization, negotiating with strangers, medicine, and scientific
methods of research were for Lewis and Clark while they were going upstream on the
Missouri River. Heifetz and Linsky go to great lengths to emphasize:

There is nothing trivial about solving technical problems. Medical personnel save lives every day
in the emergency room through their authoritative expertise because they have the right
procedures, the right norms, and the right knowledge. Through our managerial know-how, we
produce an economy full of products and services, many of them crucial to our daily lives. What
makes a problem technical is not that it is trivial; but simply that its solution already lies within
the organization’s repertoire. 5

Adaptive challenges, by contrast, are those that arise from a changing environment and
uncharted territory. These are challenges that leaders face when the world around them
changes so rapidly that the planned strategies and approaches are rendered moot. This is when
the discovery of the Rocky Mountains requires you to ditch the canoes and look for new ways
forward.

Uncharted leadership therefore requires transformation of the way problems have been
approached in the past since there is no map for uncharted territories. This kind of



transformational leadership can be described as having three characteristics:
■ a changing context
■  a clear distinction between stewardship (management) and leadership, between

technical problems and adaptive challenges
■  a requirement for learning by both leaders and followers, but specifically

transformational leadership is absolutely dependent on the leader’s own ongoing
transformation

In these disruptive moments, the leader will be less a grand visionary or star figure that
gathers individuals for inspiration and exhortation and more a convener and equipper of
people who together will be transformed as they participate in God’s transforming work in the
world. To that end, I offer this definition of leadership:

Leadership is energizing a community of people toward their own transformation in order to
accomplish a shared mission in the face of a changing world.

Leadership (as differentiated from management or stewardship) is about transformation
and mission, about growing and going, about personal development and corporate
effectiveness—all simultaneously. We know we are facing a leadership challenge if it requires
us to grow as leaders and as a people, to be transformed into something more than what we
have been—without losing our core identity—in order to accomplish the mission to which we
have been called.

In this kind of adaptive leadership, followers are not just “foot soldiers” carrying out the
tasks of the expert and all-knowing leader but actual colearners and collaborators in personal
and organizational transformation. Further, the leader is not regarded as the individual who
sets the vision and sounds the charge but the person in the system who is living into the future
in an energizing and inviting way for the purpose of a larger shared mission.

So what does a transformational leader look like? What is the combination of capacities
and character that are necessary for leadership in this changing context, and even more
specifically, what does church and nonprofit leadership for an uncharted territory require of us
who are called to lead?

THE TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP MODEL
Transformational leadership for uncharted territory lies at the intersection of three overlapping
leadership components: technical competence, relational congruence, and adaptive capacity.

These three spheres indicate the different ways that leaders function in an organizational
system in order to bring transformation. And function is a key word. It’s an obvious but often
overlooked truth: nothing changes until there is a change in behavior. Nothing has changed
until people start functioning differently. 6 If missional leadership is about the transformation
of an organization so that they, collectively, can fulfill the mission they, corporately, have
been given, then leadership in a disrupted context requires different ways of functioning than



the old list of preaching, liturgics, pastoral care, and running meetings. In this model, each
component is essential:

■  Transformational leadership begins in technical competence—that is, the skills and
abilities that serve and manage the current needs of the organization. In this sense,
leadership begins in management or stewardship—taking care of those tasks, priorities,
and relationships that protect and preserve the organization.
■  Transformational leadership is validated in relational congruence—that is, the

character, care, and constancy that create the necessary health and trust in an
organization that enable it to let go, learn as you go, and keep going. When leaders
function with relational congruence, they strengthen the bonds, deepen the affection,
and create the wellspring of trust needed to go off the map.
■  Transformational leadership becomes transformational through the integration of

adaptive capacity—that is, the ability to lead the process of shifting values, habits, and
behaviors in order to grow and discover solutions to the greatest challenges brought on
by a changing world. It is absolutely dependent on the leader’s own commitment to
personal transformation.

For Christian leaders, while the urgency of transformation is made evident by the reality
of our circumstances, the energy for transformation is inherent in our call and identity as
followers of Jesus. We are not adapting just to survive but to thrive! We are called to adapt to
a changing world because we are called to reach that changing world. We participate in Jesus’
mission to reestablish the will of God “on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10) while
becoming more and more “conformed to the image of his Son” (Romans 8:29) to the glory of
God.

This dual vision of transformation is the very reason for being for our churches. We exist
to reveal the presence and character of God in the world, being transformed as we participate
in God’s transforming work in the world. Leadership requires a commitment to
transformation, and transformation is the goal of leadership. To put it another way: leadership
into uncharted territory requires and results in transformation of the whole organization,
starting with the leaders. Only as leaders are transformed and grow in competence,
congruence, and adaptive capacity do they have the ability to face the challenges of a new day,
a new geography, a new set of circumstances, and a rapidly changing world.

But the most challenging part of adaptive leadership is that transformation often comes in
the face of deep resistance from the very people we are called to lead.

In Exodus 16, only six weeks after the miracle of the Red Sea, we read, “The whole
congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron” (v. 2). Protestations soon
became a wish to return to slavery in Egypt rather than risk hunger in the wilderness. Six
weeks. One chapter of the book of Exodus. That’s how long it took for the experience of loss
and anxiety to completely crumble the convictions of the people of God on a journey to
salvation. That’s how long it took for the people to turn on their leaders. That’s how long it
took for sabotage to take hold.

It is one thing to help a congregation face the changes brought on by a pandemic; it is



quite another to keep everyone aligned on the best approaches and the possibilities that
transformation offers when there is deep disagreement, growing distrust, and at times outright
sabotage.

For Edwin Friedman, who was both a family systems expert and a rabbi, this is the
critical moment in every leadership challenge. This is the test that must be passed to truly
bring transformation and change: to have the resilience to resist one’s own failure of nerve
and overcome the anxiety-fueled sabotage that comes when leaders take new initiative. 7 “The
system . . . must produce leaders who can both take the first step and maintain the stamina to
follow through in the face of predictable resistance and sabotage.” 8

And, if my conversations with Christian leaders all over the country are indicative, this
may be the single greatest leadership weakness in the church today. While many healthy
churches are giving faithful witness to Christ across the globe, most leaders have not been
trained for the challenge of trying to bring change to churches that need transformation in
order to be faithful to their missional calling. And this is true for educational leaders, nonprofit
leaders, or any other organization that has stakeholders who were trained for a bygone era. In
the now-famous words of Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky:

People do not resist change, per se. People resist loss. You appear dangerous to people when you
question their values, beliefs, or habits of a lifetime. You place yourself on the line when you tell
people what they need to hear rather than what they want to hear. Although you may see with
clarity and passion a promising future of progress and gain, people will see with equal passion
the losses you are asking them to sustain. 9

When a leader raises awareness of the need for change, the natural result is for
stakeholders to resist that change and the loss that comes with it. When weeks go by and the
secret hopes that our lives will “return to normal” don’t materialize, grumbling can turn into
outright resistance. Leaders face the temptation to what Friedman calls a “failure of nerve”—
that is, to collude with or accommodate the resistance by giving up on the transformation. For
some leaders, there is more of a temptation to what I call a “failure of heart”—a growing
cynicism and disappointment in our people that causes us to pull away, disconnect, and quietly
begin to abandon the transformational journey. In both cases—a failure of nerve and a failure
of heart—the presence of resistance requires deeply formed leadership resilience.



HOW ARE RESILIENT LEADERS FORMED?

STRESS MAKES A LEADER
“That hammer is heavy,” the instructor said.

For my wife, Beth, and me, taking a beginning blacksmithing class, this was the moment
when we started doing the actual work we had come to do—to transform a piece of steel into a
tool that could be of good use. Standing in front of the anvil with a pair of tongs and a piece of
molten steel fresh from the forge, the weight of the hammer and what we were going to be
doing for the next couple of hours felt significant. We were enthusiastic and ready to jump in,
swinging away. But our instructor warned us that a lot of wasted effort happens when we try
to force something. In reality, the process and tools do much of the work. Besides, he said, we
could pull a muscle or tire out our arms by thinking we had to add a lot of muscle to this
process of heating, holding, and hammering.

The malleable, heated steel on the anvil was now ready for the hammer. One swing at a
time, slowly, repeatedly, over time, in a process that requires constant reheating and replacing,
the steel is shaped into a tool for the task.

“Just remember,” the instructor said, “you are going to be swinging that hammer over and
over again. You don’t have to swing it hard, just let it fall and let the hammer do the work.”

Let the hammer do the work.
Blacksmiths may be the only ancient artisans who used their craft to make their tools and

then used their tools to ply their craft. The very act of making tools is what helped them hone
their craft and turned them into the smiths who then made tools for others. Leaders may be the
same kind of artisans today. One of my friends who is both a pastor and a marriage and family
therapist likes to say that in anything relating to the care or leadership of humans, “You are
your only tool.”

As we consider what it takes for a leader to develop the tempered resilience that will
enable them to withstand the challenges of a changing world, we will see how stress makes a
leader when that stress is focused on a particular formational purpose. In other words, what
gets hammered into a leader becomes the very attributes they will use to hew hope from
despair.

So then, what are the hammers that will form the tool that can accomplish the job of
bringing change? To answer that question fully, we have to leave the heat of the Los Angeles
blacksmithing shop and travel to the cool mountain rivers of Idaho.

FISHING WITH ZACH



It was the best worst day of fly-fishing in my life. If I scroll through the pictures I took, I see
nothing not to like: several shots of glistening rainbows, hulking browns, and charismatic
cutthroats. Smiling faces with a stunning backdrop. Beth and I spent the day catching big fish
on a beautiful river that cuts majestically through a mountain canyon. What could be better?

I have been fly-fishing for almost twenty years, but like any recreational fisherperson
who gets in at most a couple of weeks a year, I am not an expert by a long shot. So I decided
to ask a real expert for some pointers. That changed my day.

Our guide, Zach, is not just a guy who knows the local waters and can show you a few
pointers. He’s the head guide for all of North America for his outfitter. He’s been fishing
almost every day for more than twenty years. And with every one of my imprecise casts, every
unproductive mend, every late hook set, every tangle, and every missed fish, he calmly,
clearly, precisely corrected me, demonstrating the analytical skill of the engineering student he
once was.

In one day he broke down and remade my entire approach to fly-fishing. It was exactly
what I needed after years of cultivating some bad habits reinforced through the adrenaline-
filled high of catching and landing fish. It was frustrating—a humbling day.

On a day that I would usually just keep celebrating the high fish count and brag-worthy
pictures, I was way more aware of how much I still had to learn, how often—as experienced
as I was—I did it wrong. So, at the end of the day, I was tired and melancholy. When my wife
and our friends enthusiastically cheered each other on about one great catch after another, I sat
there spent and reflective with a half smile.

The next day I was back on the smaller river I consider my “home waters” with another
friend and another guide. But that day, instead of asking for more pointers, I just asked the
guide to point me to some good spots on the river while he worked with my friend. I had
enough lessons to practice still left over from Zach.

Deliberately, methodically, intentionally, I tried to put into practice what I had learned
with Zach. I could still hear his low, calm voice in my ear. And then it all came together. A
smooth, precise cast into the right spot; a gentle, quick mend of the line; and—boom!—a hard
strike. Within two seconds, I was playing a big fish. The guide came over to lend his net to the
cause, and after a good fight, the most beautiful rainbow settled softly into the net. The guide
let out a hoot. “I’ve been fishing this river for ten years; that’s the biggest fish I have ever seen
here.” (I whispered a thank you to Zach under my breath.)

What I learned on that frustrating day and through Zach’s clear, firm tutelage is an
example of what has been termed deliberate practice. When the oft-quoted “ten thousand
hours” is cited as the path to mastery, what most forget is that it is ten thousand hours of
deliberate practice. 10 It is ten thousand hours of hard work under the tutelage of an expert,
focusing on the mistakes that need to be overcome, the undoing of bad habits, and the
development of new skills. The key is that we sometimes have to sacrifice some of the
enjoyment of the task to get better at the task. It isn’t pleasant to sacrifice some of the joy of a
good day fishing to get better at fishing. And the voice of the instructor, the strain to master a



new task, and the awkwardness of repetitively doing something that we are not already good
at is hard and stressful.

It hammers away at us.
What is also often overlooked is that practice is something that we do, not something that

we think about or even pray about. Deliberate practice is a kind of stress that we take on in our
body so that we can develop the poise to bring the strength and capacity formed by that stress
to bear in a particular circumstance. As one of my mentors taught me, “At the moment of
crisis you do not rise to the occasion, you default to your training.” 11

All practices are embodied; that is, they are more than a mental activity or attitude, but
over time for a Christian they increase the capacity to act more like Christ. While learning
requires reflection, practice must be enacted in order to be learned. Even spiritual disciplines,
as Dallas Willard points out, are dependent on what we do with our bodies. 12

Both what I am calling spiritual practices (which shape our capacities to be a resilient
Christian leader) and leadership skills (which leaders take on for the goal of forming and
leading their communities to be more resilient toward change) are similar in this way. While
we remain committed to reflection and relationship, if we want to grow as resilient leaders, we
need to retrain our brains (which are part of our bodies!) through what we do with our hands,
ears, eyes, and mouths. In the words of Dallas Willard, “A discipline is any activity within our
power that we engage in to enable us to do what we cannot do by direct effort.” 13

To return to our blacksmith analogy, the hammers for shaping the raw material of a leader
have practical but indirect purposes: stress adds strength. Hammering shapes the steel into the
chisel that can face the stone. In the same way, spiritual practices for a leader are not about
being better at the practice itself but creating the strength and character that has the resilience
to resist a failure of nerve and overcome a failure of heart to hew stones of hope out of a
mountain of despair.

Practices, then, are not about learning intellectual concepts but about developing bodily
capacity. Practices create a kind of spiritual muscle memory, training us to respond to a crisis
and resistance like it is second nature. There is a huge difference between reading a book on
the value of listening to a person and letting a conversation change your mind or give you
empathy. There is a chasm of difference between hearing a sermon on forgiveness and
forgiving the man who killed your school-age daughter in an Amish community or forgiving
the white supremacist who killed your pastor and fellow church members while in prayer at
the Charleston Emmanuel AME Church for no other reason than because they were black. 14

Yes, we are shaped by our life experiences, our relationships, and our beliefs, but so much of
what creates the capacity to do repetitively the hard acts of leadership is shaped by previous
actions that we have practiced numerous times.

In our vocation formation work at Fuller Seminary, Mark Lau Branson helps students see
the connection between individual spiritual disciplines (e.g., fasting, prayer, Bible reading, and
tithing) and practices as “clusters” of activities (such as worship, community, hospitality, and
formation that are made up of individual disciplines) that endure over time to form
characteristics in the life of a Christian (such as humility, generosity, kindness, and



godliness). 15 Similarly, there are clusters of activities that we call practices for shaping the
characteristics of a tempered, resilient leader (grounded, teachable, attuned, adaptable,
tenacious) and the deliberate commitment to those practices that take the shape of a rule of
life for change leaders.

A RULE OF LIFE FOR CHANGE LEADERS
Even before St. Benedict wrote a “rule” to give a shared structure and way of living to his
companions in the sixth century, Christians who have desired to be more intentional in a
shared life of discipleship, mission, and spiritual formation have constructed agreements of
commitments and practices. By the Middle Ages, these agreements became the rule that made
up a monastic order, and today similar rules of life are used by Christians who, either
individually or communally, make commitments of behaviors and practices that will serve
their growth in discipleship.

In his book Crafting a Rule of Life: An Invitation to the Well-Ordered Way, Stephen
Macchia describes a rule of life as “a holistic description of the Spirit-empowered rhythms and
relationships . . . a set of guidelines that support or enable us to do the things we want and
need to do. . . . It allows us to live with intention and purpose in the present moment.” 16 For
Benedict and other leaders of discipleship communities, the “intention and purpose of the
present moment” is usually centered on a disciplined and focused approach to spiritual growth
in Christ. Rules of life are made up of intentional spiritual practices and commitments that
serve as a trellis supporting the branches that are connected to the vine, Jesus (John 15), in
order to have a fruitful life of discipleship. This is a worthy pursuit that saints throughout the
ages have undertaken either in community or individually to grow in Christ.

A rule of life, then, is not a set of regulations that followers of Jesus must adhere to in
order to be saved or experience grace but rather a support system that enables the disciple to
respond faithfully to the grace of the Spirit in ways that further growth and effectiveness in a
life of following Jesus.

For different communities and their specific missions, the rules will be different. And the
vows and their attendant practices will therefore be different. For example, Benedictines have
a vow of stability that calls them to stay within their particular community for life, but Jesuits
have a commitment to mobility that would enable them to respond to the call of God and go—
even on very short notice—wherever they need to go for the “greater glory of God.” 17

For Martin Luther King Jr. the demands of a nonviolent public protest movement for
racial equality and reconciliation led to the development of a commitment or rule of life that
was very specific for furthering those ends. Every volunteer was required to sign a
commitment card that read, “I HEREBY PLEDGE MYSELF—MY PERSON AND BODY—
TO THE NONVIOLENT MOVEMENT. THEREFORE I WILL KEEP THE FOLLOWING
TEN COMMANDMENTS.” It then listed the commandments, including, “MEDITATE daily
on the teachings and life of Jesus.” “WALK and TALK in the manner of love, for God is
love.” “REFRAIN from the violence of fist, tongue, or heart.” 18



A rule, therefore, is adapted to the mission of the group or the individual disciple. While
many different practices (and disciplines) show up in spiritual formation literature, there is an
overlap with leadership-development activities and exercises that, even without the religious
or theological commitment, are helpful for a leader. In our case the capacity to lead change in
the face of resistance requires a set of practices that a leader would take on. In other words,
most rules are for a way of living as a Christian, but I am suggesting a rule for a way of leading
and even more specifically for answering the question, What practices of a rule of life form
leadership resilience for facing resistance?

The great temptation of a leader bringing an adaptive change is to default to old behaviors
or quick fixes to calm the anxiety of the group. Instead of bringing genuine transformation, the
leader suffers a failure of nerve and either goes back to the status quo or looks for a quick fix
that actually exacerbates the problem. The resilience to stay in the adaptive process with one’s
people when they begin to become restless to either return to Egypt or make a golden calf
requires a kind of strength of will that is not mustered at the moment but must be hammered
into the character of a leader.

In the same way that a chisel is not a sledgehammer and that hewing stones is not the
same thing as smashing rocks to bits, the resilient leader has a kind of focused, sharpened
strength of character that shows up as being grounded, teachable, attuned, adaptable, and
tenacious. Like the smith’s hammering that shapes the steel, the deliberate practices are the
heavy hammer that shapes the spirit and capacity of a leader to put those qualities into action
when the time counts. But the thing that must be overcome in all of this is the temptation to
either give in, give up, or give a quick fix that will appease the crowd without truly addressing
the problem. The spiritual practices that make up the change leader’s rule of life are
specifically for hammering into the leader the very character qualities that form this capacity.

There are two practices in particular that I believe speak to this moment: listening and
looking.

LISTENING: HAMMERING IN ATTUNEMENT
We had just finished hiking twenty miles. The morning had started at Glacier Point in
Yosemite National Park and continued through miles of forested trails, up numerous
switchbacks, and over hundreds of granite steps. We finally ascended three hundred feet of a
granite incline, pulling ourselves up the backside of Half Dome using the installed steel
cables. For twelve years, every year I took an incoming high school senior class and a group
of leaders on this epic hike. Earlier in the day we had celebrated our accomplishment with
lunch, cellphone calls to parents, and a group picture standing on top of Half Dome taking in
the vast valley below.

And then we had nine miles to go back to the Yosemite Valley floor. Because one of the
girls on the trip strained her knee, I ended up having to drop back from the rest of the group
and go super slow. What should have been a three-hour trip down turned into five as we
limped into Curry Village late, out of water, and very tired.



But just as I sat down to eat a piece of pizza, someone said, “Isn’t Stan with you?” I was
bewildered. Stan was an experienced hiker and had been at the front of the group; he should
have come in long before. It didn’t make sense.

“Why would Stan be with me?” I asked.
“He finished the hike with us, but he knew you were bringing the girl down, that it was

getting cold and dark, and that you were running out of water. He filled up water bottles and
grabbed an extra jacket and headed back up to help you. You didn’t see him on the trail?”

I shook my head and felt a shiver of dread. We were all tired. It was late into the evening
and dark. It was pretty dangerous for Stan to be on that trail in these conditions right now. If
we had missed each other on the trail, then anything could have gone wrong. One slippery
rock could mean a deadly tumble into the cold river or over the falls that roared around us.

Just then, Stan’s wife and daughters walked up. “Where’s Dad?” I explained that we must
have missed each other and that he was likely back on the trail. I tried to be reassuring.

“What do you think we should do?” his wife asked me. I could hear in her calm voice the
simplest catch in her throat. She looked at me intensely, trying to keep her daughters from
noticing the fear that was beginning to flood through her system.

“Don’t worry. We’ll go back to meet him and walk down with him,” I said as calmly as I
could.

I grabbed some water bottles, found my college-age son—an experienced hiker who had
come along as a leader on the trip—and enlisted one other leader who was a college athlete
and trained in wilderness first aid, asking her to grab her bag. We told the rest of the group to
head back to camp.

We scarfed down some food, zipped up our jackets, and started to run back up the trail.
My muscles were searing from a long day. I worried a bit that these two fit collegians may
have two middle-aged guys to carry down the mountain. For the next two hours we marched
another five miles round-trip back up the trail that goes toward Nevada Falls until we got the
word that Stan had made it back. Relieved, we all headed back to camp with just some stories
to tell.

Looking back on that night, I think about the other options that I had besides jumping up
myself and adding another five miles of hiking to the end of a fourteen-hour, twenty-mile day.
Many of those alternatives may have been smarter or even safer. And make no mistake, we
were exhausted. But we pressed on and found strength and stamina to go out again into the
night to look for our friend.

For me, the motivation came from one simple place: I heard the catch in his wife’s throat.
It was the subtlest tick, but in her calm, steady voice I could hear her fears. While my care and
concern for my friend would have led me to report his absence and assist the professionals
who would eventually show up to help, the catch in her throat and the fear I could see her
holding back made me get up, and push through exhaustion and pain to immediately do
whatever I could—including enlisting my son in the search.

In the Christmas carol “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” one line has always spoken to me.
Reflecting on the birth of the Savior, carolist Philip Brooks wrote, “The hopes and fears of all



the years are met in thee tonight.” For the leader who needs to endure, there is little motivation
greater than actually listening to the hopes and fears of the people you are serving. Listening
not only helps us to learn, but it also helps us to feel. Listening helps us not only to learn ideas
but also to understand at a more visceral level why those ideas matter.

For so many leaders the primary skill set is communication. Indeed, because the capacity
to speak well in front of others is both a rare skill and a fear many people have, anyone who
can confidently and articulately communicate an idea, a project, a plan, or any way forward
often becomes the leader. My Fuller Seminary colleague Scott Cormode always starts his
classes by writing on the whiteboard, “Leadership begins in listening.” For Cormode the very
act of leadership demands that we always pay attention to what he calls the “longings and
losses” of those “entrusted to our care.” 19

For the resilient change leader, however, we must listen not only to our own people but
also—and especially—to the people for whom we are changing as a church or organization in
order to address their longings and losses. When leaders learn to listen deeply and
nondefensively to the longings and losses of the people around them—the neighbor, the one in
need, the community in distress, the people being oppressed, the marginalized, the
disenfranchised—then they naturally focus their efforts on the very places where they can
make the greatest impact. Listening turns the attention of a leader to other people’s pain points
instead of our own institutional survival or grand projects. Listening helps us focus our
energy, build momentum, and strive to make a genuine difference.

Listening—first to God and then to others—forms the self of the leader away from self-
centeredness by hammering in attunement.

For so many change leaders in so many congregations, institutions, and companies, the
voices of those we are trying to serve are lost. The sounds of the internal anxiety and fears
drown out the voice that invites us to make a difference. The voices of anxious faculty keep us
from hearing the longings and losses of students; the voices of the church members keep us
from hearing the needs of our neighbors; the voices of those within a system with power and
access keep us from hearing the cries of those who are knocking on the door hoping to come
in.

And the great need of the change leader is to develop the capacity to attune to both those
inside and outside. Attunement to our followers means being with people in such a way that
they can face the losses that change will inevitably bring to them and helping them grow as a
result. Attunement is a way of accompanying people through the process of change by helping
them attune to those they are changing. Attunement, therefore, is a dual capacity: the capacity
to deeply hear the pain points of the world while also listening to the longings and losses of
our people who will need to change so that we can bring hope and change to the world.

Developing resilience in a leader then means being able to listen to both the needs of the
world and the fears of our people and navigating those competing values to wisely discern the
strategies of change and pace of change. So how does a leader learn to attune to both the needs
of the world and the fears of the followers wisely and well? By listening even more.

By listening to God.



In Genesis 12 we have the story of Abram, who heard the voice of God invite him to go
to a land that he would be shown and inform him that he would become the ancestor of a great
family who would bless all the families of the earth. In the Christian tradition, Abram, like
Mary later when the angel Gabriel appears, is described as being chosen by God but given a
choice whether to heed the voice. Abram is renamed Abraham and leads his family to follow
the Voice that promised to make his line a great nation and through them to bless all the
families of the earth.

Listening to God, neighbors, and those entrusted to our care is more than taking in the
words or even feeling the feelings; it is listening in such a way that leads to a new way of
acting, a new way of obedience. Indeed, for the change leader facing the cacophony of voices
both inviting change and resisting it, there is but one Voice that is most necessary to hear. As
Henri Nouwen writes, “It is clear that we are usually surrounded by so much inner and outer
noise that it is hard to truly hear our God when he is speaking to us. We have often become
deaf, unable to know when God calls us and unable to understand in which direction he calls
us.” 20

For Nouwen it was critical that leaders continually use spiritual disciplines to “move
slowly . . . from a life filled with noisy worries to a life in which there is some free inner space
. . . to listen to God and follow his guidance.” Change leaders listening simultaneously to the
voices of their people, to those who invite us to work for change, and even more to the God
who speaks in guidance and grace grow in the attunement necessary for resilient action.

SOME DISCIPLINES FOR THE PRACTICE OF LISTENING

Lectio divina. This is a listening prayer that gives us space to hear the voice of God through a
simple passage of Scripture, read repeatedly. 21

The communal reading of Scripture. Listen to long passages of Scripture being read audibly in a
small group. While lectio divina is focused on short passages and longer silences, communal
reading of Scripture is about hearing the Word of God as a longer narrative. 22

Asking questions at a 2-1 ratio. I have a goal that for every statement I make in a conversation or
meeting I will ask two questions I genuinely don’t know the answer to. This is harder than it seems,
but learning to ask good questions is one way to develop a greater capacity for listening and
attuning to others.

Make America Dinner Again. This is a nationwide organization founded in the wake of the 2016
election to address the growing political and ideological divide. They host “small dinners
consist[ing] of respectful conversation, guided activities, and delicious food shared among 6-10
guests who have differing political viewpoints, and our country’s best interests at heart.” 23

Following their example is great way to learn to listen to those who can be the hardest to hear.

LOOKING: HAMMERING IN ADAPTABILITY
In the documentary film The Biggest Little Farm, John and Molly Chester tell the story of how
over a decade they transformed a barren piece of land with dirt that was nothing more than



hardened clay into a verdant and fruitful wonderland of biodiversity, a completely organic
farm with rich, loamy soil teeming with nine billion organisms. This process was not only
filled with hard work and heartache but a constant struggle with one invasive plant, bug, snail,
or predator after another. As soon as they figured out how to deal with snails, they had
gophers that ate the fruit tree roots. And then maggots that caused a fly infestation, aphids that
infested their plants, birds that ate their fruit, and coyotes that attacked their chickens.

After trying one particularly disturbing but completely understandable intervention to
stop the coyotes, John learned that he needed not to react but to learn to see the bigger system
at work. First observing the way his dog, Todd, seems to look at the world, John explains,

I feel like Todd is constantly staring deeply at these almost infinitesimal details, like he’s
decoding how the world around him works. So, I’ve started doing the same. . . . So with every
new problem that popped up, I’d first take a step back and watch it. . . . Observation followed by
creativity is becoming our greatest ally.

“Observation followed by creativity.”
Since Ronald Heifetz is a trained medical doctor, it’s not surprising that the primary

practice for adaptive leadership is not to do but first to diagnose. Observations always precede
interpretations and interventions. The key process when someone experiences a setback or
problem is to first step back and look at the problem. “To diagnose a system or yourself while
in the midst of action requires the ability to achieve some distance from those on-the-ground
events,” Heifetz and his colleagues write. 24 They refer to this pattern of stepping back as
“getting up on the balcony,” comparing it to “listening on the dance floor.” On the balcony we
gain perspective, and on the dance floor we experience the relational intensity of the moment.

When you move back and forth between balcony and dance floor, you can continually assess
what is happening in your organization and take corrective midcourse action. If you perfect this
skill, you might even be able to do both simultaneously: keeping one eye on the events
happening immediately around you and the other eye on the larger patterns and dynamics. 25

Note that John Chester and Ronald Heifetz are both interested in actions, in making
decisions, in moving the system forward. Leadership requires making judgment calls that are
often risky and then taking the wisest possible actions. But since “to lead is to decide,” the
tempered leader focuses first not on action but on observation for the action. 26

In The Biggest Little Farm, one of the most poignant moments in the film is when the
coyotes have—once again—found their way into the chicken coop and killed dozens of
chickens. At the time, John and Molly’s primary cash product was the fresh eggs they sold at
farmers’ markets. To keep losing so many chickens was to risk losing the whole farm. As John
and an assistant survey the grim scene, the younger woman looks to her boss and says with
obvious irritation, “Are we gonna just keep letting this happen?”

John sits there crestfallen and thinking. But soon he is trying another experiment. He’ll
try to train two Grand Pyrenees pups to guard but not chase the chickens. The first results are
not promising. But unless he wants to kill all the coyotes and therefore violate one of his core



principles, he has to keep observing, experimenting, and learning—even if there is a high cost
to it.

Because a default response for most leaders is to immediately act, the discipline of
learning to look, gain greater perspective, and understand the bigger picture in the midst of
action is a critical skill both for wise action and for developing resilience. Maintaining one’s
principles in the face of adversity creates inner fortitude to carry on. But even more,
perspective fosters a greater sense of purpose. Seeing the bigger picture and the dynamics at
play enables us to make meaning and see patterns in what would otherwise be an anxious
swirl of emotions and reactions. This is especially important when the necessary change work
is overwhelming because the whirl of activity, energy, and even internal emotional reactions
often triggers a fight-or-flight response that disrupts learning by distracting us with fruitless
doing.

Again, creativity to face problems depends on observation first.
In his book on developing awareness of cultural identity, White Awake, Daniel Hill

encourages leaders who have been shaped by the privilege of being born into the dominant
culture to resist the urge to immediately try to solve problems they very likely have no
capacity to understand fully. He shares his own story of being a white pastor from a
megachurch who wanted to start a multiethnic congregation that would be intentionally
involved in racial reconciliation work. Hill was stunned when leaders of color suggested that
he had far more to learn than to offer and that his experience in a wealthy, large church had
not prepared him for the well-intended calling he had assumed. Hill shares his journey in
detail, and using the story of Jesus needing to touch a man twice to bring healing (Mark 8:22-
25), he describes the partial blindness of most leaders who come from the dominant culture
and privileged backgrounds. Those leaders, Hill asserts, need to focus not on the question,
What am I supposed to do? but instead, What do I see? 27

For the leader, an emphasis on “seeing not solving” is very difficult. Most leaders have a
necessary bias to action that urges them onward, but the resilient leader understands that
gaining perspective, seeing the bigger picture, hearing the “music beneath the words” (the
unspoken fears and anxieties, power plays, and disruptive movements that are fueling the
system’s current functioning) is a critical practice for leading wise change. Like Todd the
watchful farm dog, a doctor searching for a diagnosis, or a leader “on the balcony,” looking is
necessary for enduring.

The key attribute for being a good, adaptive leader is the ability to resist default reactions
to crises and instead to pause to make as many observations and gather as many interpretations
as possible to see the issue at hand in all of its complexity. 28 Heifetz and his colleagues offer
some concrete balcony steps:

Observe what is going on around you. Stay diagnostic even as you take action. Develop more
than one interpretation. Watch for patterns. Reality test your interpretation when it is self-serving
or close to your default. Debrief with partners as often as you can to assess the information



generated by your actions, and the interventions of others, in order to think through your next
move. 29

But to be most effective, this process includes both looking from the balcony and
listening on the floor. “When you move back and forth between balcony and dance floor, you
can continually assess what is happening in your organization and take corrective midcourse
action.” 30

Even more, finding meaning and being able to create innovative solutions out of the
challenges of the moments that make even halting progress creates the momentum to keep us
going. When coaching leaders, I often give them a choice: If you had to do a ten-mile hike,
would you rather do it outside going up a mountain trail or inside on a treadmill set at a steep
incline? Most would opt, even if it was much harder, for the mountain trail. Why? Because we
can endure much more when there is both perspective (a great view) and progress (actually
going somewhere). The sense that we are laboring hard to just run in place is wearisome and
demoralizing.

Pausing to see the moment like the complex chessboard that it is contributes to the
capacity to withstand the temptations to return to the status quo or to stay reactively engaged
in facing resistance. Seeing the overall emotional dynamics, the political positioning of many,
the new potential for creativity, and the possibilities that are only beginning to ripen into fresh
opportunities for continued creative responses gives us hope.

SOME DISCIPLINES FOR THE PRACTICE OF LOOKING

A balcony journal. This involves creating an after-action report of a conversation, leadership event, or
conflict by writing about it three times in three different ways. The first time, write a first-person
account that focuses on the feelings and experiences of being in the swirl of the dance floor. Then after
setting it aside for a bit, return and rewrite it from the third person as if you are watching yourself from
the balcony. Third, let it sit again, then write a coaching note to yourself about the next steps for leading
through that circumstance.

Whenever you have a leadership experience that creates a feeling of being overwhelmed by the
energy on the dance floor, ask a trusted coach or mentor to have a balcony conversation to help you
gain perspective and to see some of the larger systems or patterns of behavior that triggered your
feelings.



RESILIENCE AND
A NEW WORLD

ON MARCH 13, 2020, I finished a presentation in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, and boarded a
plane to Denver, where I would catch a connection back to southern California. During the
weekend there had been growing conversation about this new virus that was now being taken
more seriously by the day. The first stop on that trip had been in Nashville, where I had light-
hearted and awkward conversations about whether we should shake hands or not. In Sioux
Falls, there was a bit more discussion about how everyone was washing their hands and
wondering what all of it meant. By the time I disembarked from my connecting flight from
Denver, the world had changed.

And I have to admit, I was not ready for it. Edwin Friedman would have said that I was
suffering from “imaginative gridlock.”

A week earlier, during our monthly President’s Council meeting we had begun discussing
scenarios for responding to the spread of COVID-19. I was one of the most resistant to what
felt like drastic measures. Go completely online? Close the campus? Cancel all events? Ban
travel? It just seemed like too much.

But by the time I arrived home from the airport, only a few days after the President’s
Council meeting, our school had announced that we would be teaching remotely and closing
our campus. By Sunday almost every church in America was offering live-streaming worship
services only. I have to admit that even as a person who is committed to leading through rapid
change, I was having a hard time keeping up. Only a week earlier, I had mused aloud that it
felt like we might be overreacting.

Now I affirmed the changes with the sixty staff in my division and began to respond to
the constant stream of cancellations for upcoming speaking engagements. I self-quarantined,
got myself a Zoom account, and prayed that in this last trip across the country I hadn’t been an
asymptomatic carrier of this invisible and mostly unknown virus.

Part of what had changed my mind and prepared me to lead my team over the following
weeks were the practices in this ebook: Listening and looking. Attuning and adapting. I
listened to both scientific experts and trusted friends. My son was living in Seattle, my brother
in Northern Italy, and one of my doctoral students was leading Compline services in New
York City that I began to join twice a week. As I called them to talk about their experiences, it
was like I was listening to dispatches from the future. They were ahead of me on the infection
curve and had wisdom to share. They were my guides into uncharted territory. I also
immediately began to write a weekly email to my division staff. I wanted to both hear from



them about how they were adjusting and have them hear from me. I wanted us to be as attuned
as possible to the experiences of this moment.

On Tuesday, the executive directors of the centers and our platform team began to make
changes to our work to better serve the churches and organizations that we resource with
leadership and formation material. My colleagues, attuned from listening deeply to others,
began to adapt. Able to hear the needs of the leaders we serve across the country, we were
able to see new possibilities for making an even bigger difference. New resources were
developed, some projects were put on hold, and others were fast-tracked. Cancelled speaking
engagements were replaced with webinars that allowed us to speak to and serve more people
in a month than we had done in the previous six. We doubled the number of learners who
came to our digital platform and saw the number of new people using our resources increase
by 40 percent across all of our different offerings within just a few weeks.

Without much thought, the language on our team at the seminary went from wondering
when we would “return to normal” to dreaming about what possibilities await us in the “new
world.” But that shouldn’t have surprised us. Over twenty-five years ago, Edwin Friedman
said that the answer to imaginative gridlock was not trying harder but instead first developing
a “spirit of adventure,” which “enables new perceptions beyond the control of our thinking
processes.” 31

It’s hard to think of this pandemic as an adventure. But maybe with the right kind of
attitude, approach, and practices, we can become more prepared for the unknown than ever
before.



NOTES

1. Andy Crouch, Kurt Keilhacker, and David Blanchard, “Leading Beyond the Blizzard: Why Every
Organization Is Now a Startup,” Praxis Journal, March 20, 2020, https://journal.praxislabs.org/lea-
ding-beyond-the-blizzard-why-every-organization-is-now-a-startup-b7f32fb278ff.
2. This section was originally published as “Leading in Uncharted Territory,” De Pree Journal,
March 25, 2020, https://depree.org/leading-in-uncharted-territory.
3. Ruth Haley Barton, Strengthening the Soul of Your Leadership: Seeking God in the Crucible of
Ministry, ex. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2018), 83.
4. Margaret J. Wheatley, “When Change Is Out of Our Control,” personal website, 2002, www.mar-
garetwheatley.com/articles/whenchangeisoutofcontrol.html.
5. Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the Dangers
of Leading (Boston: Harvard Business School Press 2002), 18.
6. John Kotter wrote, “The central issue is never strategy, structure, culture, or systems. All those
elements, and others, are important. But the core of the matter is always about changing the behavior
of people, and behavior change happens in highly successful situations mostly by speaking to people’s
feelings.” John P. Kotter and Dan S. Cohen, The Heart of Change: Real-Life Stories of How People
Change Their Organizations (Boston: Harvard Business Review Press, 2012), loc. 140-42, Kindle.
7. “For, whether we are considering a family, a work system, or an entire nation, the resistance that
sabotages a leader’s initiative usually has less to do with the ‘issue’ that ensues than with the fact that
the leader took initiative.” Edwin H. Friedman, A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick
Fix (New York: Church Publishing, 2017), loc. 130, Kindle.
8. Friedman, Failure of Nerve, loc. 63.
9. Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 11-12.
10. “As defined, deliberate practice is a very specialized form of practice. You need a teacher or
coach who assigns practice techniques designed to help you improve on very specific skills. That
teacher or coach must draw from a highly developed body of knowledge about the best way to teach
these skills.” Anders Ericsson and Robert Pool, Peak: Secrets from the New Science of Expertise (New
York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016), 100. See also Angela Duckworth, Grit: The Power of
Passion and Perseverance (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2018), chap. 7; and Linda Jacobson,
“Duckworth: ‘Deliberate Practice’ Is an Important Element of Grit,” Education Dive, April 18, 2018,
www.educationdive.com/news/duckworth-deliberate-practice-is-an-important-element-of-grit/521559.
11. Steve Yamaguchi, quoted in Tod Bolsinger, Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in
Uncharted Territory, ex. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015), 32.
12. “Somewhat ironically, perhaps, all of the ‘spiritual’ disciplines are, or essentially involve, bodily
behaviors. But really, that makes perfect sense. For the body is the first field of energy beyond our
thoughts that we have direction over, and all else we influence is due to our power over it. Moreover,
it is the chief repository of the wrong habits that we must set aside, as well as the place where new
habits are to be instituted. We are, within limits, able to command it to do things that will transform
our habits—especially the inner habits of thought and feeling—and so enable us to do things not now
in our power.” Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life in God (New
York: HarperCollins, 2014), 353-54.



13. Willard, Divine Conspiracy, 353.
14. See Donald B. Kraybill, Steven M. Nolt, and David L. Weaver-Zercher, Amish Grace (San
Francisco: John Wiley, 2007); Mark Berman, “‘I Forgive You.’ Relatives of Charleston Church
Shooting Victims Address Dylann Roof,” Washington Post, June 19, 2015, www.washingtonpost.-
com/news/post-nation/wp/2015/06/19/i-forgive-you-relatives-of-charleston-church-victims-address-
dylann-roof.
15. See Mark Lau Branson, “Defining Disciplines and Practices,” Fuller Seminary, accessed
September 10, 2019, https://vimeo.com/317111827. See also Dorothy C. Bass, ed., Practicing Our
Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People (San Francisco: John Wiley, 2020), which states,
“Christian practices are things Christian people do together over time in response to and in the light of
God’s active presence for the life of the world in Christ Jesus.”
16. Stephen A. Macchia, Crafting a Rule of Life: An Invitation to the Well-Ordered Way (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2012), loc. 129, Kindle.
17. “Benedictine stability clearly complemented the monastic regimen of daily communal prayer at
fixed hours. Centuries later, Loyola and the Jesuits would find little value in stability, or in communal
prayer at set times. Instead, Jesuit prayer was individual, on-the-go, and self-regulating—like the
examen. . . . While Benedict’s monks pronounced a vow of stability, remaining in one monastery for
life, Jesuits were instead committed to mobility. Loyola’s lieutenant Jerónimo Nadal barnstormed
Europe framing the distinctive Jesuit mindset and lifestyle: ‘[Jesuits] realize that they cannot build or
acquire enough houses to be able from nearby to run out to the combat. Since that is the case, they
consider that they are in their most peaceful and pleasant house when they are constantly on the move,
when they travel throughout out the earth, when they have no place to call their own.’” Chris Lowney,
Heroic Leadership: Best Practices from a 450-Year-Old Company That Changed the World (Chicago:
Loyola Press, 2005), 141, 146.
18. Martin Luther King Jr., Why We Can’t Wait, King Legacy 4 (Boston: Beacon, 2000), 69-70.
19. Scott Cormode, “A People Entrusted to Your Care,” Fuller 10 (2018), https://fullerstudio.ful-
ler.edu/a-people-entrusted-to-your-care.
20. Henri J. M. Nouwen, Making All Things New: An Invitation to the Spiritual Life (New York:
HarperOne, 1981), loc. 313, Kindle.
21. My favorite way of practicing lectio divina is through the British Jesuits’ website Pray as You Go,
https://pray-as-you-go.org.
22. Fuller Seminary has developed a website to make the communal reading of Scripture accessible
and easy for any group. See “Communal Reading of Scripture,” Fuller Studio, https://fullerstudio.ful-
ler.edu/series/communal-reading-scripture.
23. “What’s MADA?,” Make America Dinner Again, accessed April 7, 2020, www.makeamericadin-
neragain.com.
24. Ronald A. Heifetz, Marty Linsky, and Alexander Grashow, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership:
Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business
School, 2009), loc. 287, Kindle.
25. Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow, Practice of Adaptive Leadership, loc. 287.
26. “The leader’s primary responsibility is to make judgment calls.” Nick Tasler, Domino: The
Simplest Way to Inspire Change (San Francisco: John Wiley, 2015), 113.
27. Daniel Hill, White Awake: An Honest Look at What It Means to Be White (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2017), 155.
28. Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow, Practice of Adaptive Leadership, loc. 679-82. Cf. Bolsinger,
Canoeing the Mountains, 111.
29. Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow, Practice of Adaptive Leadership, loc. 210.



30. Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow, Practice of Adaptive Leadership, loc. 295.
31. Friedman, Failure of Nerve, loc. 658-63.



AVAILABLE NOVEMBER 2020



Also by the Author



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Tod Bolsinger (PhD, Fuller Theological Seminary) is the vice president and chief of
leadership formation and associate professor of leadership formation at Fuller Theological
Seminary. He is the author of Canoeing the Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted
Territory, It Takes a Church to Raise a Christian: How the Community of God Transforms
Lives, and Show Time: Living Down Hypocrisy by Living Out the Faith. A frequent speaker,
consultant, and blogger, he serves as an executive coach for corporate, nonprofit, educational,
and church organizations in transformational leadership. For seventeen years, he was the
senior pastor of San Clemente Presbyterian Church in San Clemente, California, after serving
for ten years at First Presbyterian Church of Hollywood. Tod and his wife, Beth, have two
children.

Please visit us at ivpress.com for more information about this author and a list of
other titles they’ve published with InterVarsity Press.



and

Missio Alliance has arisen in response to the shared voice of pastors and ministry leaders from
across the landscape of North American Christianity for a new “space” of togetherness and
reflection amid the issues and challenges facing the church in our day. We are united by a
desire for a fresh expression of evangelical faith, one significantly informed by the global
evangelical family. Lausanne’s Cape Town Commitment, “A Confession of Faith and a Call
to Action,” provides an excellent guidepost for our ethos and aims.

In partnership with InterVarsity Press, we are pleased to offer a line of resources authored
by a diverse range of theological practitioners. The resources in this series are selected based
on the important way in which they address and embody these values, and thus, the unique
contribution they offer in equipping Christian leaders for fuller and more faithful participation
in God’s mission.

Available Titles
The Church as Movement by JR Woodward and Dan White Jr., 978-0-8308-4133-2
Emboldened by Tara Beth Leach, 978-0-8308-4524-8
Embrace by Leroy Barber, 978-0-8308-4471-5
Faithful Presence by David E. Fitch, 978-0-8308-4127-1
God Is Stranger by Krish Kandiah, 978-0-8308-4532-3
Paradoxology by Krish Kandiah, 978-0-8308-4504-0
Redeeming Sex by Debra Hirsch, 978-0-8308-3639-0
Rediscipling the White Church by David W. Swanson, 978-0-8308-4597-2
Seven Practices for the Church on Mission by David E. Fitch, 978-0-8308-4142-4
A Sojourner’s Truth by Natasha Sistrunk Robinson, 978-0-8308-4552-1
What Does It Mean to Be Welcoming? by Travis Collins, 978-0-8308-4144-8
White Awake by Daniel Hill, 978-0-8308-4393-0

missioalliance.org | twitter.com/missioalliance | facebook.com/missioalliance



Click to view the newest and trending titles in

ACADEMIC TEXTS & REFERENCE

IVP Academic covers disciplines such as theology, philosophy, history, science, psychology, and biblical studies with
books ranging from introductory texts to advanced scholarship and authoritative reference works.

CULTURE, MISSION, AND CHRISTIAN LIFE

IVP Books are deeply biblical and profoundly practical, discussing topics like Christian living, evangelism, apologetics,
justice, mission, and cultural engagement.

BIBLE STUDIES & GROUP RESOURCES

IVP provides Bible studies and small group resources for you and your church, helping individuals and groups discover
God’s Word and grow in discipleship.

SPIRITUAL FORMATION

Formatio books follow the rich tradition of the church in the journey of spiritual formation. These books are not merely
about being informed, but about being transformed by Christ and conformed to his image.

CHURCH LEADERSHIP

IVP Praxis brings together theory and practice for the advancement of your ministry using sound biblical and theological
principles to address the daily challenges of contemporary ministry.

Click below to view more books in these categories

Apologetics Discipleship Philosophy

Biblical Studies Family, Children & Youth Psychology

Career & Vocation Fiction Race & Ethnicity

Church & Culture Justice/Peace Science

Church History Spiritual Formation Theology

Commentaries Missions & Missiology Youth Ministry

For a list of IVP email newsletters please visit ivpress.com/newsletters.

 



InterVarsity Press
P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426
ivpress.com
email@ivpress.com

© 2020 by Tod E. Bolsinger

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from
InterVarsity Press.

Material in this ebook is adapted from Tod E. Bolsinger, Tempered Resilience (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2020), and Canoeing the Mountains (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015).
Used by permission of InterVarsity Press.

InterVarsity Press® is the book-publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA®, a movement
of students and faculty active on campus at hundreds of universities, colleges, and schools of nursing in the
United States of America, and a member movement of the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students.
For information about local and regional activities, visit intervarsity.org.

Scripture quotations, unless otherwise noted, are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright
© 1989 National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All
rights reserved worldwide.

While any stories in this book are true, some names and identifying information may have been changed to
protect the privacy of individuals.

Published in association with Creative Trust Literary Group LLC, 2006 Acklen Ave, PO Box 121705,
Nashville, TN 37212-9998, www.creativetrust.com.

Cover design and image composite: David Fassett
Interior design: Daniel van Loon
Images: church steeple silhouette: © GeorgePeters / DigitalVision Vectors / Getty Images

white marble floor: © Sirijit Jongcharoenkulchai / EyeEm / Getty Images

ISBN 978-0-8308-2107-5 (digital)

This digital document has been produced by Nord Compo.


