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Leadership is a riddle for our culture. Look on the web and 
you can find a whole raft of books on how to do it. Watch 
‘The Apprentice’ on TV and you can see one version of 
leadership in action. We seem to want it, and to admire it.

On the other hand, we applaud when we see what you 
might politely call ‘strong’ leaders like Hosni Mubarak and 
Muammar Gaddafi being overthrown. And it’s not just this 
country. I really don’t understand how Vladimir Putin is 
as popular as he apparently is in Russia. I want to ask how 
they don’t see that this is an authoritarian accident waiting 
to happen, or indeed already happening. But then I haven’t 
experienced what life is like in post-Soviet Union Moscow, 
with the rhetoric of being relegated from super-power 
status.

To that extent, I’m not sure if we’re sorted out about what 
a leader should be and should have. Perhaps that’s inevitable 
in a race that is prone to slip between two opposite poles. 
After all, think what we were created to be: definitely under 
the sovereign leadership of God, but with the ability to 
exercise dominion in our turn, which captures at least one 
facet of leadership. We were made to be both led and leaders.

But sin twists both those, so that our own leadership 
gets perverted to tyranny (strictly an exercise of authority 
outside the law) and our propensity to be led is perverted 
into an unwholesome wish to be under another’s authority, 
perhaps especially if that authority is ‘strong’.

In sin’s corruption, it’s no longer led and leaders, but 
dominated and dominators. Is that why we have both 
a sneaking admiration for Lord Sugar’s put-downs and 
gratitude that he’s not signing our pay checks?

Leadership 
right and 
wrong Leadership can easily be 

perverted into tyranny, while 
the desire to be led can fall into 
the trap of idolising ‘strong’ 
leadership. Mike Ovey, Principal 
of Oak Hill, asks what lies at the 
heart of good leadership

One of the writers who is most helpful on this, I think, 
is Jim Collins. He speaks of a ‘level 5 leader’ who is 
characterised by, of all things, humility, and who seeks a 
greater good than simply him or herself. Collins isn’t (as far 
as I know) a Christian, but the wisdom in this is striking. 
After all, a Christian naturally thinks in terms of the 
leadership of the Lord Jesus Christ, who remarkably tells 
us that we should take his yoke on us, ‘for I am gentle and 
lowly of heart’.

It’s that last clause, ‘lowly of heart’ or ‘humble’, that is so 
striking, almost shocking. Humility, as it is explained further 
in Philippians chapter 2, involves genuine lowliness.

But just here I want to go one further than Collins. It’s 
surprising enough to find that real leaders are humble, but 
the Bible tells us to go further and recognise that the led are 
to be humble too. After all, that’s the thrust of Paul’s call in 
Philippians 2: that our leader is to be the humble pattern for 
us, the humble led.

I wonder whether this is even more culturally 
uncomfortable than the Jim Collins message about level 
5 leaders. After all, the world might ask, ‘Why work up to 
being a leader if you can’t throw your weight around?’

We have become very used in our post-modern mood 
to being suspicious of leaders and their power, very 
understandably so. But I’m not sure if we have yet got to the 
point of being suspicious of the suspicions held by us who 
are led towards those who lead us. Perhaps it’s as hard to be 
a humble led as it is to be a humble leader? And perhaps it’s 
as necessary? 

All this, of course, means that leadership raises some of 
the deepest questions about our relations with each other 
and God in our world, and this is the focus of this issue of 
Commentary. 

We look at a range of leadership issues and leaders ranging 
from the enigmatic Steve Jobs through to how a good leader 
is ‘weatherwise’, and one particular area where leadership is 
both tricky but imperative: work among young people. It is 
wide-ranging, but then in leadership (and in being led) issues 
arise everywhere you look, in family, church and work. I 
hope this is stimulating, and I also hope you find it useful.
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Learning 
from 
Steve
Chris Green, Vice Principal of Oak 
Hill, who lives in ‘a completely 
Mac household’, looks at the man 
behind Apple, the late Steve Jobs

I can be, on occasion, a geek. 
Even back at school I was in the 
computer club, punching holes in 
long strips of pink paper, so that a 
machine the size of a greenhouse 
could work out prime numbers. 
I programmed a Sinclair ZX81. I 
fitted hard drives, floppy drives 
(when the disks were floppy), CD-
Roms and extra RAM. 

I simply didn’t get it when a friend showed me his Apple 
Macintosh back in 1985. I said that Macs were fine for some 
people, but I wanted a computer. One with screws I could 
undo.

Of course, I was only a hobby geek. Real geeks were taking 
things further and faster, and they went way beyond my 
abilities to tinker. So it was, about four years ago, that when 
we went shopping for a new computer, and I was calculating 
how many beige boxes I was about to bring into the house, 
that I inadvertently wandered past an Apple stand and saw 
a gorgeous, slim grey monitor standing on a table.
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‘That’s a pretty monitor,’ I said to the salesman. ‘Where’s 
the computer?’ He smiled. He had me hooked. Because not 
only had I fallen at the first fence, aesthetics, I was about to 
fall at the second, function. That monitor was the computer. 
All of it. Not a beige box in sight. 

That seamless experience of form and function, the 
delight that should run from opening the box (‘designed in 
California’) through to daily use, was the obsession of Jobs. 
He wanted to create computers for everyone, not just the 
geeks, but he believed passionately in the need to create 
beautiful objects, programs, fonts which would enhance 
the lives of the people who bought his product. And for 
someone like me, he succeeded.

We are a completely Mac household, and I am typing this 
review on my iPad. In his mind, computers are not just tools 
to get routine work done, but ‘bicycles for the mind’, freeing 
us to work with creativity at the intersections of arts and 
science.

His long anticipated death from a rare pancreatic cancer 
has not only produced an unpredictably large range of 
newspaper coverage, it also meant he was able to focus on 
working with Walter Isaacson in producing his authorised 
biography. This then is no pot-boiler of a book, but a careful 
piece that had Jobs’ involvement, if not his approval. It is 
probably as close as we will get to a rounded portrait of one 
of the most significantly creative people of the last quarter 
century. 

The focus of this edition of Commentary is on leadership, 
and so I don’t intend to review the book or analyse Jobs 
spiritually, but to ponder a couple of its major themes with 
that angle. At some point it would be worth wondering 
whether if Jobs had remained in the Christian fold (he was 
raised a Lutheran by his adoptive parents) we could have 
given him better tools to think about art and beauty than he 
found in Buddhism.

In the world of business, there is probably no more 
important thinker or writer than Jim Collins, and he has 
championed the idea of the ‘Level 5’ leader: a person of 
integrity and humility, more concerned for the company 

than his or her own ego. Companies are in danger when they 
fall for the ‘myth of the charismatic hero’, the single person 
who serves as the saviour and centre of their success.

Jobs seemingly stands as a fascinating counter-example 
to Collins’ thesis. Apple grew around Jobs; when he left, the 
company stalled and came close to closure, and when he 
later returned, shares rallied and products emerged to reach 
the point where, a few months before his death, Apple was 
the most valuable technology company on the planet.

His obsession with detail, his conviction about his unique 
view of design, his seemingly irreplaceable presence at 
launch events, argue strongly that Collins has called this 
wrongly. Either that, or Apple is a bubble company whose 
value will tumble under anyone else’s leadership. 

I think there are a couple of hints that Collins is right, 
but that Jobs was aware of the problem. Jobs himself 
notably relaxes at two points in the narrative: once when 
he appoints the designer Jonny Ive, a man with the same 

aesthetic and love of detail, and again when he appoints Tim 
Crook, someone who shares his view of manufacturing and 
products.

At both points he relaxes because someone other than him 
‘gets it’. I think why Apple will not crash is because both Ives 
and Crook are still in post, and now in charge. 

In other words, to bring in another of Collins’ categories, 
Jobs was concerned with the legacy of the company. He 
did not want Apple to collapse after his death in order to 
prove how indispensable he was, but rather to continue to 
reinvent itself.

Jobs was also involved in the movie company Pixar and 
dealt repeatedly with Disney. Now Disney is almost the 
textbook example of a company with a founder who had 
such a strong presence that it lost its way for over a decade 
after Walt Disney’s death, notoriously paralysed by the 
question, ‘What would Walt do?’.

Jobs will have known that story, and has put in place not 
only a plan for the next few years, but the impetus to go 
beyond that and design products that would have taken him 
by surprise.

Christian leaders, take note. In an infinitely and eternally 
more significant way, our ministries are not about us. First, 
we have a great and charismatic leader who will never step 
down. He also, wonderfully, models the humility that allows 
our sin and salvation to take centre stage because of his 
passion for his Father’s glory.

Under that, we therefore know that our ministries are to 
benefit others, and that we must not lead churches to feed 
our egos or to be irreplaceable. All we ever are is servants 
who will one day die, but we are working for the Saviour’s 
project which will never fail. We must not be the stars in our 
churches. 

A second observation. Jobs was on many occasions a 
deeply unpleasant man, so socially cruel that one wonders 
if he had something wrong with him. For all his adherence 
to Zen Buddhism in his aesthetic, yoga and diet, it clearly 
never gave him any internal calm or indifference. He seems 
to have operated with the same mindset as so many artists 

throughout history, and championed by the Bloomsbury 
set, that ‘Because I am such a vital and creative person, 
the normal rules of morality do not apply to me. I live by 
different values.’

So he shouted, swore, bullied and verbally murdered 
anyone in his life, children and wife included. Remarkably, 
he still managed to keep an extraordinary team in place so 
the rewards (and I don’t mean financial) must have been 
great. It’s the Amadeus question again which Peter Schaffer 
raised in his play, as the excellent Salieri yells at God because 
he was dwarfed by the sublime but foul-mouthed Mozart.

The secular press has simply found this a mystery and an 
inconsistency, but I think we can do better. What else would 
we expect of the fallen image of God, but sublime gifts in a 
defaced human being? Jobs loved the simplicity of life, but 
was unable to grasp generosity; he loved beauty but was 
seemingly unable to grasp much of the beauty of love.

How much more inconsistent, though, to find similar traits 
among those of us who are being remade in the image of 
God. After all, it’s not unknown to hear about pastors who 
rage against the elders, or bully their children. Jobs just 
pushed it a bit further. 

But what about being challenged out of our idleness by 
Jobs? He once recruited a senior staff members from Pepsi 
with the famous question, ‘Do you want to spend the rest 
of your life selling sugared water, or do you want to change 
the world?’ I don’t think Jobs changed the world either, 
although it is arguable he has temporarily changed the 
experience of it for a great many people.

But we do have the message about the one who has 
changed the world, forever, and he has given us that 
message to pass on. I don’t want us to be as obsessively 
driven as Jobs, because that is sinful pride, but I do find 
myself rebuked by his passion, and his high standards.

The fall has defaced the image, and this biography shows 
us the ugliness of sin in one man’s life, but it has not erased 
it. That, I think, is why I enjoy Apple products. As Jobs 
intended, the entire experience, right from the moment you 
switch one on, has genuinely been designed with love of 
beauty. I appreciate that.

Jobs once recruited a senior 
staff members from Pepsi with 
the famous question, ‘Do you 
want to spend the rest of your 
life selling sugared water, or do 
you want to change the world?’
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Oak Hill: A book title encapsulates 
the message of a book, so why Beyond 
Nice? Is it because Christians are too 
nice? Is it that the church is beyond 
nice? What’s the meaning?

Martin Woodroofe: The suggestion 
of the title is that Christian churches 
and organisations need to go beyond 
‘nice’. A lot of the people I interviewed 
said that sometimes we do not get into 
managing people effectively because 
we don’t move beyond niceness. 
We want to have compassionate 
communities, and that is sometimes 
interpreted as meaning we should be 
nice to one another. This can mean 
that Christian organisations find it 
hard to confront difficult issues.

If you think about it, we should be 
great at relationships. We’re brothers 
and sisters in Christ, we have the 
same faith, we’re trying to promote 
the same thing. We should have a 
biblical understanding of issues such 
as accountability, and so we should 
be really good at all this. And yet 
what I found, coming from a business 
background and operating as a church 
elder, was that we often do not do the 
relationship side as well as it’s done in 
the secular world. We should be great 
at it, but often we’re not.

The danger is that Christian 
organisations we can often see quite 
a high degree of disagreement and 
disunity. If that goes unchecked, it can 
lead to splits and other differences. 
Another major difference between 
the Christian and the business 

environments is that in business, 
there’s probably more discipline on 
people and more clarity about power 
of the leader.

How complex do you think it is, taking 
on the leadership of a church? It’s not 
as simple as being a business leader, 
is it?

Well, the situation is that you’ve 
probably trained as a pastor teacher, 
but alongside that, you’ve now 
inherited a significant leadership 
role. That’s a role that’s difficult to 
delegate to anyone else. Ultimately, 
the community you’re pastoring want 
leadership from you. Volunteers will 
often be more motivated if they’re 
asked by the pastor than if that’s 
delegated to somebody else. So I think 
the first thing is that you’re carried to 
the leadership role.

Now some people have a very clear 
realisation of that and enjoy it, while 
others are not so comfortable. But 
there are many positive things you 
can do to help the organisation you 
are leading. I think that is vitally 
important, because I believe we should 
do this as well as we can.

One of the challenges for a pastor is 
the complexity of their relationships. 
So one moment you might be a pastor, 
another moment you might be a buddy, 
and the next moment, in staff or 
volunteer terms, you might be a boss. If 
we compare it to secular work, I think 
that adds an element of complexity. So 
how do you cope with that? I think you 

have to set boundaries and make clear 
what’s happening in that space and at 
that time.

How does that work in practice?

Let’s take an example. Say a pastor has 
a performance issue with a member 
of staff, or with a leading volunteer. 
If they go into the room and they’re 
trying to play all the notes on the 
instrument – if they’re trying to be 
their friend, their pastor and their boss 
at the same time, then the messages 
will be all over the place. So they have 
to clear the space and say, this is what 
we’re talking about and this is the 
context of what we’re talking about.

It doesn’t mean to say that I’m 
negating my other roles. I’m always 
your pastor, I’m always supportive. 
That’s always been the background 
narrative. But at this moment, we’re 
talking about the fact that you don’t 
turn up on time, or that you haven’t 
fulfilled the tasks I’ve asked you to 
fulfil, or whatever the issues are.

When Martin Woodroofe 
interviewed church leaders 
for his book, Beyond Nice, 
many told him that churches 
can be difficult to lead because 
of their culture of ‘nice’
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Of course, the big difference between 
a business model and churches is that 
for a lot of the things you do, you are 
working with volunteers, rather than 
paid employees. That creates its own 
challenges, doesn’t it?

Yes, but even in the business world 
you have to attract and motivate 
people about what you are doing. 
You might have more levers and 
sanctions in business, but the people 
you are leading can still go slow, take 
their time, obfuscate and so on. But 
obviously that is multiplied in the 
volunteering world.

The main issue of working with 
people is that they really must be 
inspired by the vision, they must 
have a passion for it, they must want 
to align with what you want to do. 
This becomes much more important 
when you are working in a community 
such as the local church, where 
relationships are so highly valued.

As church leaders, I think we are 
sometimes too timid. We think we 
can only ask people to do so much. 
Whereas actually, with the best 
volunteers, you can have a good, grown 
up deal. You can say, ‘this is what I’d 
really like you to do.’

Volunteers do not like micro 
management. They don’t want you to 
be checking up on them every day, but 
they do expect you to be interested. 
It is empowering for them if you say, 
this is what I want you to do, this is 
the framework, and the details of how 
you do it I’ll leave with you. And by the 
way, I’d like us to meet every couple of 
weeks and discuss how it’s going, and 
so on. My experience is that people like 
that, because they see it as recognition, 
rather than being told what to do.

Good volunteers understand what 
the deal is between you. They get the 
recognition, they are doing something 
important for the community, their 
work is purposeful and they are going 

There is a difference between 
abrogation and delegation. Say you’re 
the pastor and you ask someone, ‘Will 
you take on the children’s work, and 
could you just get on with it? And you 
and I will never need to talk about it 
again.’ That is abrogation.

Delegation, by contrast, means that 
you give the person a framework for 
their work, you check in with them 
regularly, you make adjustments to 
how things are working, you consult 
with them and listen to what they’re 
saying. There’s actually quite a lot of 
work in making that empowerment, as 
opposed to abrogation.

One chaplain I knew was brilliant 
at the business of engaging and 
motivating volunteers. He would take 
someone to lunch, make a full request 
of what he wanted them to do, and 
then gave them time to go away to 
think and pray about it.

But it was done by him, the leader. 
He invested his time in it, and then he 
would invest again in following up, too.

When you do that not just once, 
but time and again with different 
volunteers, people pick that up. In my 
experience, 99 times out of 100, those 
you ask will say yes. They might come 
back with questions, but this approach 
works well and can release a huge 
amount of energy.

to deliver something significant. When 
they begin to see that, then you often 
get huge amounts of commitment and 
energy.

A chapter in your book focuses on the 
vulnerability of leadership. Why did 
you give so much space to this area?

I wasn’t going to include this issue in 
the book, but it came about purely 
as something raised by many of the 
leaders I spoke to, and in a way it 
was a bit of a surprise. Vulnerability 
is generated by a number of things, 
particularly if you think about pastors. 
Their work can be their whole life. 
Many people who are working in 
different environments can sometimes 
compartmentalise their life, but being 
a pastor can take over your whole life. 
That’s not helped by people believing 
you’re accessible all the time.

People will also say things to their 
pastor in a no-holds-barred way, which 
means you are sometimes getting 
the raw email or the raw comment. I 
think that’s often because people are 
so passionate about their faith. So if 
the worship, or something said in the 
sermon really grates on them, they will 
feed that back in a very direct way.

So how do church leaders cope with 
all that?

I have seen people adopting all kinds 
of strategies. There is a one-to-one 
strategy, where the leader says, I’ll take 
everybody one at a time, and therefore 

Abrogation and 
delegation

there’ll be no kind of critical mass for 
me to deal with. They think it will be 
easier to deal with the issues that way. 
But then, of course, you don’t build a 
team, or a genuinely shared vision. 

Sometimes, pastors try to do 
everything themselves, which is 
another strategy arising out of 
vulnerability. They seek to control 
everything themselves. But that 
strategy is unsustainable. It doesn’t 
motivate people and it creates a kind of 
bottleneck. 

A third way to cope is to say, there 
are some very difficult people in the 
congregation, and therefore I will 
gravitate towards the people I know 
who will be friendly and supportive.

How does that play out?

It leads to something you have to 
guard against all the time anyway, 
which is leaving people out. People 
very quickly pick up if you have an 
inner and an outer core, and they don’t 
like it.

Also, I think that if there is an issue 
with people and you’re not dealing 
with it, that doesn’t mean the issue has 
gone away. What it leads to is that the 
people you are ignoring share their 
discontent with everybody else. So by 
not tackling the issue, or not building 
a relationship with the person and 
coming to some understanding, you’re 
really feeling it offstage.

That’s a phenomenon that is quite 
familiar: people are sharing their 
unhappiness with everyone but the 
pastor.

What is the best way to turn that 
round? What is the way back 
to health, if you like, from that 
situation?

From personal experience, some of 
it is about finding good friends and 
supporters. And by that I mean people 
who value you and support you, and 
who are prepared to tell it as it is. I 
think it’s always good to have a couple 
of those kind of confidantes. It builds 
confidence.

It also enables you to talk about the 
issues you have and get some honest 
feedback. You need that, because an 
important factor in what might be 
happening is that you become blind to 
what you’re doing. That’s why all good 
leaders need people around them who 
are not afraid to tell them the truth.

Beyond Nice, by Martin Woodroofe, will 
be published in 2012.
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The leadership of Christian ministers is tested in seemingly 
banal ways. Will you get irritable at a church member who 
fails to provide perfect technical assistance during a service? 
Will you feel slighted that somebody else’s leadership 
contribution appears more valued than yours? Will your 
time and effort be poured out disproportionally on those 
who seem more gifted and respectable in the world’s 
estimation?

I was preparing to preach on Numbers chapter 12 in college 
chapel recently when God challenged my assumptions 
about leadership in a very personal way.

Moses was one of the great leaders of God’s people. 
Repeatedly he faced challenges to his leadership. Whining 
complaints and thankless grumbling were the norm. In 
Numbers 12, Moses even found his own sister and brother 
saying that they could lead Israel as well as he. God 
responds to this by affirming Moses’ leadership, but before 
that, we are told that ‘Moses was a very humble man, more 
humble than anyone else on the face of the earth.’

Pondering this astonishing observation, I found myself 
wondering, what was it that made Moses so humble? How 
did God form him to be both the leader of God’s people 
and the most humble person in the world? Why do I feel 

such little ambition for humility? How can I become more 
humble?

Reading through the narratives of Exodus to Deuteronomy, 
I began to suspect that there were two features of Moses’ 
experiences that made him humble. Both move to the 
foreground in the way God affirms Moses’ leadership in 
Numbers 12.

Moses spoke with God like nobody else

From the burning bush in Exodus 3 to Mount Sinai in 
Exodus 19, it was a distinctive feature of Moses’ relationship 
with God that there was between them an intimacy of 
conversation. The tent of meeting formalised this aspect of 
Moses’ ministry. With reference to that, we read that ‘the 
Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to 
his friend.’

There was something profoundly and deeply humbling 
about the fact God spoke with Moses like nobody else 
– personally, intimately and repeatedly. We are used 
to situations where a leader will give time and respect 
to somebody perceived to hold a higher status, but act 
dismissively towards somebody thought less important. God 

Moses and
humility

At first sight, Moses 
might not make it onto anyone’s list of 
history’s most humble leaders. And yet 
the Bible puts him at the top of the list. 
Peter Sanlon explores humility in the 
life of Moses
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specifically warns us against that lack of humility in James 
chapter 2, which says, ‘believers in our glorious Lord Jesus 
Christ must not show favoritism.’

In Moses’ case, we find that God chose to enjoy intimate 
conversation with a human leader who struggled with 
public speaking. The great God of rescue and leadership 
graciously spoke with Moses. This humbled Moses.

In our passage, God drew attention to this very matter of 
intimate conversation: ‘With him I speak mouth to mouth, 
clearly, and not in riddles.’

Our God is the speaking God. We believe he speaks 
clearly to us today through the Bible. Do we approach the 
experience of hearing God speak, in a manner which aims at 
growing humility? A danger may be that technical accuracy 
at assembling the constituent parts of the Bible’s narrative 
inculcates pride. I have understood; I have grasped; I have 
mastered. Allowing God’s Spirit time to implant the words of 
God in our heart fosters intimacy with God.

Moses was humble because of his amazing experience 
of hearing God speak. Yet we find that the ministry of the 
new covenant is even more glorious than that which Moses 
led. Surely that should serve to make us even more humble 
before the speaking God.

Moses experienced God’s wrath like nobody else

Another factor in making Moses such a humble leader was 
that he experienced God’s wrath like nobody else. Moses saw 
God pour out his anger on Egypt – the bloodied river, the 
locusts, hail and dead children. The bodies of soldiers strewn 
across the Red Sea’s shore. At Sinai, God warned the people 
not to come near, ‘lest my wrath break out against them’.

After the golden calf incident, Moses saw the Levites 
butcher 3,000 of their relatives – which was God’s wrath 
experienced up close.

In the end, Moses himself faced God’s anger as he was 
forbidden to enter the promised land.

In Numbers 12, Moses again saw God’s wrath up close. 
God inflicted his sister with leprosy as punishment for her 
challenge to Moses’ leadership.

It should come as no surprise to us that a leader who was 
so deeply acquainted with the fierceness of God’s wrath 
was humble. How can any of us preen and posture on the 
pedestal of a leadership position when the least of our many 
offences against the holy God deserves anger of the kind 
repeatedly demonstrated in the Bible?

Humble leadership today

Moses was the most humble leader because he spoke with 
God like nobody else and experienced God’s wrath like 
nobody else. We all need to enter more deeply into a posture 
of humility if we are to relate well to God and other people. 
It is possible to manufacture an external form of humility 
for ministry by using the correct phrases, mannerisms and 
customs. A counterfeit humility can be inculcated by going 
through the motions. We can do this to ourselves and others.

Surely what we all need to do is to draw nearer to Jesus, 
who said, ‘Learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart.’ 
Nobody, not even Moses, has spoken with God as intimately 
as Jesus. Nobody, not even Moses, has experienced God’s 
wrath as deeply as Jesus.

Coming close to Jesus and sensing his beauty and 
loveliness is surely how we are humbled. The freeness of 
intimacy with which the Son spoke with his Father. The love 
which made him desire to bear God’s wrath for us.

Pride is in reality simply a drawing away from this Jesus. 
A forgetfulness of him. An insane, delusional fantasy that 
we can do anything without him. Humble leadership is 
essential for ministry today. It starts and ends with Jesus.

Moses was the most humble 
leader because he spoke 
with God like nobody else 
and experienced God’s wrath 
like nobody else

Understanding
the times Dan Strange argues that 

we need leaders who are 
‘weatherwise’, able to interpret 
the signs of the times and put them 
in the context of what God is doing 
in the world

In a recent seminar led by one of my students on the topic 
of social media, we were furnished with the gob-smacking 
statistic that in the last seven years we have created the 
same amount of recorded information as we did in the first 
6,000 years of our existence. What is more, given the current 
trajectory, by the end of this next decade the same amount 
of information will be created every couple of days.

My immediate reaction to this information? Well I’d like to 
say that I bowed my head and stated calmly and sagely, in 
the style of Gielgud, some lines of TS Eliot’s Choruses from 
‘The Rock’: ‘Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? 
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?’ I 
finish the oration, there is a brief silence and then the rest of 
the class murmur in agreement to their wise teacher. But I 
didn’t, and they didn’t.

I wasn’t feeling all that calm and sage, and as a matter of 
fact, not that particularly highbrow. What actually came to 
my mind in the head-cloying fog and dizziness was only a 
sudden urge to blurt out the title of Anthony Newley’s 60s 
musical, ‘Stop the world, I want to get off.’

In all honesty, and dreaming apart, was my actual reaction 
here all that unusual? Don’t many of us feel the same 
disorientation when we are faced with the sheer stuff of 
everyday life, more akin to the stuff of nightmares than of 
dreams?

Now of course, while the Lord Jesus is the only great 
shepherd who can ultimately calm our cultural fears, 
Christian leaders do perform an ‘under-shepherding’ 
function. What are the characteristics and qualities needed 
in our leaders for them to be able to lead effectively a flock 
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specifically warns us against that lack of humility in James 
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Moses experienced God’s wrath like nobody else
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which made him desire to bear God’s wrath for us.
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essential for ministry today. It starts and ends with Jesus.

Moses was the most humble 
leader because he spoke 
with God like nobody else 
and experienced God’s wrath 
like nobody else
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the class murmur in agreement to their wise teacher. But I 
didn’t, and they didn’t.
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fact, not that particularly highbrow. What actually came to 
my mind in the head-cloying fog and dizziness was only a 
sudden urge to blurt out the title of Anthony Newley’s 60s 
musical, ‘Stop the world, I want to get off.’

In all honesty, and dreaming apart, was my actual reaction 
here all that unusual? Don’t many of us feel the same 
disorientation when we are faced with the sheer stuff of 
everyday life, more akin to the stuff of nightmares than of 
dreams?

Now of course, while the Lord Jesus is the only great 
shepherd who can ultimately calm our cultural fears, 
Christian leaders do perform an ‘under-shepherding’ 
function. What are the characteristics and qualities needed 
in our leaders for them to be able to lead effectively a flock 
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of sheep (and while we are still on the show-tune theme) 
who are ‘bewitched, bothered and bewildered’ by the world 
in which they live?

Something to do with teaching and preaching the 
Bible perhaps? Something to do with pastoral love, care, 
prayerfulness, and servant-heartedness? What about 
‘contextual intelligence’? Uh?

In their 2005 book, In Their Time, which surveys ‘the 
greatest business leaders of the 20th century’, Anthony 
Mayo and Nitin Nohria conclude that success in leadership 
is not something ‘that emerges solely from the qualities 
of the human character’ – for example, vision, innovation, 
charisma – but ‘springs forth from an appreciation and 
understanding of one’s situation in the world.’ This is 
contextual intelligence.

Now, before we all start getting edgy about the illegitimate 
imputation of ‘worldly’ business values onto our Christian 
calling (a danger I admit), I would contend that while we 
may not want to use such a pretentious term as ‘contextual 
intelligence’, what these writers and others have observed 

extra-biblically is none other than corroborating evidence 
for a very biblical and theological insight.

In the book of 1 Chronicles, we are told that the men of 
Issachar ‘understood the times and knew what Israel should 
do – 200 chiefs with all their relatives under their command’ 
(1 Chronicles 12:32). Matthew Henry comments on these 
verses in his own inimitable way:  ‘The men of Issachar were 
the fewest of all, only 200, and yet as serviceable to David’s 
interest as those that brought in the greatest numbers, 
these few being in effect the whole tribe. They were 
weatherwise. They understood public affairs, the temper of 
the nation, and the tendencies of the present events.’

Conversely, in Matthew’s Gospel, the Pharisees are 
reproved by Jesus (in Matthew 16:1-3). While they had 
meteorological skill, they were not ‘weatherwise’ to interpret 
theologically the events of their own time.

What we need today, more than ever, are leaders who have 
contextual intelligence, people who can be 21st century 
Issacharians who are not fazed by our tumultuous and ever-
changing times but who can interpret the signs of the times 
and put them in the context of what God is doing in the 
world. That includes what God has done and what he will do 
– the ‘big picture’ context of creation, fall and redemption.

When our leaders remind us time and again of this cosmic 
perspective, rather than freak and panic, we will be able to 
keep calm and carry on with living faithfully in the situation 
where God has placed us. When our leaders remind us time 
and again of the subtle and invidious way certain cultural 
idols can infiltrate our lives, and they are able to name and 
shame them, then we will be better equipped to both ‘stop 
and think’ and keep ourselves from them.

But there is more. Not only did the men of Issachar 
understand the times, they also knew what to do. If our 
understanding of the world depends on our understanding 
of God’s revelation in his word, then the reverse is also true. 
We don’t always grasp this. God’s word is always to be used 
in God’s world. There is always a context or situation into 
which we apply God’s revealed truth.

The theologian John Frame has argued that we don’t know 
what the Bible means unless we can apply it to a situation. 
Indeed, this is his definition of theology in general: ‘the 
application of the Word of God by persons to all areas of life.’

In his book, Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, Frame 
writes: ‘Imagine two scholars discussing the eighth 
commandment. One claims it forbids embezzlement. The 
other thinks he understands the commandment but can’t 
see any application to embezzlement. Now we know that 
the first scholar is right. But must we not also say that the 
first scholar understands the meaning of the commandment 
better than the second? Knowing the meaning of a sentence 
is not merely being able to replace it with an equivalent 
sentence... An animal could be trained to do that. Knowing 
the meaning is being able to use the sentence, to understand 
its implications, its powers, its applications. Imagine 
someone saying that he understands the meaning of a 
passage of Scripture but doesn’t know at all how to apply it. 
Taking that claim literally would mean that he could answer 
no questions about the text, recommend no translations 
into other languages, draw no implication from it, or explain 
none of its terms in his own words. Could we seriously 
accept such a claim? When one lacks knowledge of how to 
‘apply’ a text, his claim to know the ‘meaning’ becomes an 

empty – meaningless – claim. Knowing the meaning, then, 
is knowing how to apply. The meaning of Scripture is its 
application.’

The Pharisees had Old Testament knowledge but they 
were unable to apply this teaching to the signs of the times. 
They didn’t understand because they couldn’t and wouldn’t 
apply.

In our training of Christian leaders at Oak Hill, why do 
students spend time learning how to do cultural exegesis, 
how to discern different worldviews, how to recognise the 
impact of Christianity in the public square, and how to 
lead seminars on social media which freak out the teacher? 
Aren’t these distractions from the main business of a Bible 
college? Aren’t these peripheral ‘luxury items’ which enable 
us to give good opening illustrations to our talks, but little 
more?

No, No, No! We focus our time on these subjects because 
we love God’s word, affirm its necessity, want to know what 
it means and so recognise the importance of knowing our 
situation into which the word speaks. These are the kinds of 
leaders Jesus wants as our shepherds in the world of today.
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The theologian John Frame has argued that we don’t know 
what the Bible means unless we can apply it to a situation. 
Indeed, this is his definition of theology in general: ‘the 
application of the Word of God by persons to all areas of life.’

In his book, Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, Frame 
writes: ‘Imagine two scholars discussing the eighth 
commandment. One claims it forbids embezzlement. The 
other thinks he understands the commandment but can’t 
see any application to embezzlement. Now we know that 
the first scholar is right. But must we not also say that the 
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Taking that claim literally would mean that he could answer 
no questions about the text, recommend no translations 
into other languages, draw no implication from it, or explain 
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accept such a claim? When one lacks knowledge of how to 
‘apply’ a text, his claim to know the ‘meaning’ becomes an 

empty – meaningless – claim. Knowing the meaning, then, 
is knowing how to apply. The meaning of Scripture is its 
application.’

The Pharisees had Old Testament knowledge but they 
were unable to apply this teaching to the signs of the times. 
They didn’t understand because they couldn’t and wouldn’t 
apply.

In our training of Christian leaders at Oak Hill, why do 
students spend time learning how to do cultural exegesis, 
how to discern different worldviews, how to recognise the 
impact of Christianity in the public square, and how to 
lead seminars on social media which freak out the teacher? 
Aren’t these distractions from the main business of a Bible 
college? Aren’t these peripheral ‘luxury items’ which enable 
us to give good opening illustrations to our talks, but little 
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Ephesians 5 and Matthew 19, where we 
get this picture of what God has said 
yes to. God has said yes to marriage 
between a man and a woman. But what 
we also know is that Genesis 3 comes 
after Genesis 1 and 2. The design and 
intention of God has been fractured 
and broken by sin. We live in the wake 
of that. We live east of Eden.

This means that all of us in one way 
or another are falling short of what 
God has designed for our flourishing. 
I think Romans 1 then comes into play 
and says, one of the ways we fall short 
and know we’re living after Genesis 3 
is that some people find themselves 
drawn to this particular temptation. 
They find themselves drawn to same 
sex relationships.

You mentioned Romans 8 a little while 
ago. What about the waiting part? 
How does that factor into this?

It’s been really significant for me to 
realise that the Bible has a very robust 
understanding of suffering in the 
life of Christians. Paul talks a lot in 2 
Corinthians about the weakness he 
experiences as an apostle. He prays for 
God to take away this weakness. And 
the Lord’s answer to him is, my power 
is made perfect in weakness, my grace 
is sufficient for you.

I think that’s a paradigm for thinking 
about how I and other believers who 
have temptations that are persistent 
– and which are discouraging in 
many ways – how we can understand 
our experience in light of the cross. 

The cross means that we are being 
conformed to the death of Christ in 
anticipation of the resurrection of our 
body. We are not rescued out of this 
fallen world, even though its kingdom 
has broken down. The kingdom of 
God is here, and yet, as Paul says in 
Roman 8, we are still yearning for the 
fulfilment of this redemption. So living 
in that paradoxical space is how I think 
about my life as a gay Christian.

You just used the phrase ‘gay 
Christian’. I think this is one of those 
areas where we hear a narrative about 
homosexuality that we think, I don’t 
know if I agree with that. How should 
we think about some of these terms, 
do you think?

That’s a really good question, and it’s 
asked by many Christians. It’s been 
helpful for me to learn from people 
such as Mark Yarhouse, who’s done 
a lot of good work on the distinction 
between sexual orientation and sexual 
identity. There are some people who 
find themselves exclusively attracted 
to members of their own sex. And 
psychology often labels that as the 
sexual orientation.

But then the question becomes, what 
is your identity in light of that? Do 
you then build your life around that 
and say that pursuing a same-sex 
relationship is actually the fulfilment 
of who I am, deep down inside? Do you 
say, God made me this way, I was born 
this way, this is my fulfilment?

Or do you say, my identity is built 

Grace and the
gay Christian Wes Hill, who 

describes himself 
as a gay Christian, is the author 
of Washed and Waiting, a book 
reflecting on Christian faithfulness 
and homosexuality. Charles Anderson 
interviewed him when he recently 
spoke at Oak Hill

around the gospel, my identity is built 
on Christ? Even though this is the 
direction of my attractions and desires, 
that does not mean it’s the core of who 
I am as a person recreated in Christ. 
That’s the kind of way I approach it.

How to find terminology to speak 
about that? I think Christians are 
probably going to be all over the map 
on that.

What do you say when somebody 
tells, I have a persistent attraction to 
the same sex and that this is the way I 
am, this is how God made me?

I would want to go back and talk 
about how within the Christian gospel 
we have a narrative of creation, fall, 
redemption and restoration. If we only 
have a theology of creation, then we 
might be tempted to look inside and 
say that what I’m feeling is the way 
that I’ve been made. It’s the way that 

Charles Anderson: Wes, tell us 
something about your book and why 
you wrote it.

Wes Hill: The book is a kind of 
pastoral memoir about my life of 
commitment to the gospel, loving 
and trusting Christ, and yet around 
the time of puberty finding myself 
with homosexual feelings. That left 
me wondering how to engage with 
that from the scriptures. I searched 
for books, articles and sermons that 
would help me during that time, and 
didn’t find very much that resonated 
profoundly with me. And so I just 
started taking some of my own 
notes, and writing some of my own 
reflections. So this book has sort of 
grown out of that. 

The title comes from two texts. In 
Romans 8, Paul speaks of believers as 
having been washed and cleansed from 
sin. And in 1 Corinthians 6, he says we 
are waiting for the redemption of our 
bodies, for the consummation of God’s 
kingdom. So we live in that tension. 
We live as fully justified, fully forgiven, 
fully washed believers. And yet we 
are still wrestling with things that we 
wish weren’t true of our lives. We’re 
wrestling with the tension of living 
in this time between the times. That’s 
what the book is about.

I think that engagement with 
scripture in itself captures for me 
what I really appreciated about the 
book. So let’s start with the biblical 
text. When it comes to scripture, is it 

enough for us simply to know Romans 
1, the Leviticus passage and first 
Timothy when we look at the question 
of homosexuality?

Obviously those texts are crucial, 
and they belong in this discussion. 
But part of what I tried to say in 
the book is that if we isolate certain 
biblical material from the larger, 
overarching framework of the history 
of redemption, then I think we give 
people a distorted picture of how the 
Bible speaks to us about this issue of 
homosexuality.

So what does that look like?

For me, it means starting a discussion 
of sexuality from Genesis 1-3, 

Do you say that 
pursuing a same-
sex relationship 
is actually the 
fulfilment of who 
I am, deep down 
inside? Do you say, 
God made me this 
way, this is my 
fulfilment?
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– and which are discouraging in 
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and they belong in this discussion. 
But part of what I tried to say in 
the book is that if we isolate certain 
biblical material from the larger, 
overarching framework of the history 
of redemption, then I think we give 
people a distorted picture of how the 
Bible speaks to us about this issue of 
homosexuality.

So what does that look like?

For me, it means starting a discussion 
of sexuality from Genesis 1-3, 

Do you say that 
pursuing a same-
sex relationship 
is actually the 
fulfilment of who 
I am, deep down 
inside? Do you say, 
God made me this 
way, this is my 
fulfilment?
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God intended me to be. And the fact 
that I have these particular desires is 
evidence that God wants me to live in a 
certain way.

But actually, the Christian story is 
that we are both created good by God, 
made in the image of God, and yet we 
are fallen. We are, as Francis Schaeffer 
said, glorious ruins. Our minds are 
fallen, our bodies are fallen, our 
psyches are fallen – everything about 
us is fallen. 

I think that means that things which 
feel natural and which feel like they’re 
written into my DNA, I can’t simply 
interpret as evidence of creation. I 
have to also hold together a theology 
of the fall. So I would want to question 
whether we can reliably take what 
we feel and experience as a direct 
indicator of what God intends for us.

Do you think change in sexual 
orientation is possible? What’s your 
take on that?

I’ve learned a lot from psychologists 
like Stan Jones and Mark Yarhouse, 
who have done significant work on this 
from within an orthodox Christian 
perspective. But I think the best 
scientific evidence we have is that 
we just don’t know much about the 
causes of homosexuality and what is 
realistic to hope. There are different 
interpretations of the data. 

So that pushes me back to ask the 
theological question about what it 
means to live in what theologians 
call ‘the already and the not yet’. We 

have already the tasted the powers 
of the age to come, as the letter to the 
Hebrew says, and yet we are still, as 
Paul says, groaning and yearning for a 
redemption that we don’t fully have.

I think that means we should 
be hopeful about the foretaste of 
the redemption we have now, and 
yet we should also have a kind of 
eschatological reserve, recognising that 
the fullness of our healing, the fullness 
of our blessing, is not yet for us until 
we’re with Christ in the new creation. 

In terms of my own life, what I hope 
for is a deeper and truer experience 
of community in the church. So that 
even if marriage is not in my future, 
that does not mean that I don’t have 
intimacy, or real friendship, or real 
community with others. I’m actually 
very hopeful that the church can 
recover a beautiful vision of single 
people, celibate people, flourishing 
within the community of the church.

So what would be the impact if we 
as churches began to get it right in 
terms of being places of welcome for 
homosexual Christians?

I guess my dream is to have a witness 
to the world that says I can flourish, I 
can live beautifully, in community, with 
rich friendship, without having what 
the world says is essential to my being 
human, which is sex. I’m really struck 
by so many films, television shows and 
songs, where the assumption is that if 
you’re not in a romantic partnership, 
if you’re not having sex, you’re no one, 

you’re less than human. I think the 
church can have a powerful witness 
by saying that in our counter-cultural 
communities we have single people 
and celibate people, and they’re 
flourishing. They’re part of our life 
together and they are beloved in our 
congregations.

I think of John Stott, who had people 
all over the world who referred to him 
as Uncle John. You know, there were 
children who loved him. He created a 
great vision of singleness. You didn’t 
get a sense from Uncle John that he 
was in despair. You got the sense that 
he was well loved in community.

How do we construct our community 
life as a church together in a way that 
honours and values single people and 
says, you are just as much a part of this 
family, even though you’re without 
children or a spouse yourself? You 
belong here, Christ has welcomed you 
into this family. I think we have to 
think creatively as believers about how 
we embody that.

I’m very hopeful 
that the church 
can recover a 
beautiful vision 
of single people, 
celibate people, 
flourishing within 
the community of 
the church.

(De)Facing the Image
What does it mean to be human?
2–6 July 2012

What does it mean to be human? Are we no more 
than high-level machines? Are we animals, no 
different in kind from an amoeba or a chimpanzee? 
So many ethical questions today turn on this 
question: same-sex marriage, stem-cell research, 
euthanasia, and many more.

This graduate-level course will combine Scripture, 
theology and application. Join us to reflect and re-
charge for pastoral ministry in 21st century Britain.

Book online for our Summer Intensives
Mon-Fri 2-6 July, or Mon-Wed 9-11 July 2012

oakhill.ac.uk/summer2012

Understanding the Heart
Introduction to biblical counselling
9–11 July 2012

In the approaches and attitudes to counselling, the 
Bible can seem to be lost or used hurtfully. There is, 
however, a responsible and powerful way to embed 
the riches of Scripture in counselling.

This short course will look at the basics of the 
biblical counselling approach, understanding how 
it addresses people with real problems and how it 
understands God’s goal for true growth. Suitable for 
anyone, especially leaders of small groups.

Summer Intensives
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We attend church a few miles from our home. One of the 
things about living in a place like Oak Hill is that it is only 
fair to spread ourselves out a bit, so each Sunday we pack 
our kids in the car and head out towtards Hertfordshire 
on roads that are, for the most part, empty of cars but 
frequently packed with another breed of road user: the 
mamil.

For those who don’t know what the phenomenon of the 
mamil represents, it should be enough to point out that 
mamil is an acronym for ‘Middle Aged Man in Lycra’. And 
every Sunday early in the morning scores of them puff along 
on bikes worth more than my car simply for the joy of the 
exertion.

Alongside the mamils, on the pavement rather than the 
road, are a much more varied and numerous group of 
people: the runners. The runners vary in age and gender 
much more than the mamils. They move more slowly, but 
nonetheless they relentlessly plod, gallop and glide through 
the miles in their scores, sweating their way to some goal 
known only to themselves.

Running is rapidly catching up with football as the 
country’s largest participation sport. Weekly participation 
in athletics (which is the category under which the 
organisation Sport England includes running) rose by over 
263,000 between 2005/6 and 2007/8. This is twice the growth 
in cycling, which was the next fastest growing sport and 

more the twice the growth in football involvement. The 
increase in the popularity of running events is similarly 
telling. The Great North Run celebrated its 30th anniversary 
this year with a record turnout. In 1981 it attracted 12,000 
participants. This year, 54,000 runners set off on its now 
famous course, making it one of the biggest running events 
in the world.

The next most popular event in Britain, the London 
Marathon, allows 120,000 people to apply for 40,000 places 
by online ballot. This year the ballot closed within two days, 
after 125,000 people applied for places within 36 hours of 
opening.

It’s not only the high profile, televised events that are 
growing. Regional marathons are sprouting up in increasing 
numbers. Within less than 26.2 miles of each other, on 
9th October this year, the second running of the Chester 
Marathon coincided exactly with the first Liverpool City 
Marathon in 20 years.

At shorter distances and with much less sense of occasion, 
Saturday morning Park Run groups are appearing in more 
and more local parks. Within a ten minute jog of Oak Hill, 
two new Park Run groups have started in the last couple of 
months. Each lunchtime, the streets of London and other 
cities are increasingly populated by sweaty but invigorated 
members of the workforce. Running is undeniably enjoying 
a significant boom, but why?

Born to 
run? The cult of running is on the rise in 

Britain, with joggers, marathons 
and park runs gaining in popularity. 
Nick Tucker looks at the religious 
aspects of the sport and its spiritual 
challenge for the church

The London Marathon allows 
120,000 people to apply for 40,000 
places by online ballot. This year 
the ballot closed within two 
days, after 125,000 people applied 
within 36 hours of opening.
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Some, like Deputy Editor of Runner’s World Matt Gilbert, 
suggest that this is due to the recession and the price of gym 
memberships. In a similar vein it is popular to suggest that 
endurance sports such as marathons and triathlons offer 
a cheaper way to have a midlife crisis than buying a sports 
car in financially straitened times. For all the uncomfortable 
truth there might be in that for this recent, first-time 
marathoner, that can only be a part of the picture.

For one, running is not quite as cheap as all that. Running 
shoes alone make the annual budget of a high mileage 
runner comparable to that of the gym member. Race entries, 
seasonal clothing and a variety of other peripheral costs all 
begin to add up as the running bug begins to bite.

More important, though, is to pay attention to the cultural 
artefacts surrounding the latest running boom.

The best selling running books on Amazon are not the 
how/where-to guides that one might expect. Rather, they 
are about why people run. Author of a number of them is 
Dean Karnazes, who is famous in America for running 50 
marathons in 50 US States in 50 days, and the subject of a 
feature film, Ultramarathon Man.

In 2007 Time Magazine named Karnazes one of the 100 
most influential people in the world. He speaks of running 
in explicitly religious terms: ‘I have found my Church, and 
it is at the end of a long trail on a distant mountain top. It is 
here that I feel most at peace, entirely content and whole.’

In his memoir of his 50/50/50 challenge, he even says in 
describing his experience of the Marine Corps Marathon, 
‘The marathon is not about running: the marathon is about 
salvation.’ If challenged on this last point, Karnazes could 
justifiably point to the reams of fan-mail that continuously 
pile up on his mat.

He offers examples of letters in which he is repeatedly 
thanked by people who have found an alternative to the 
bottle or been diverted from suicide or enabled to cope with 
catastrophe by taking up running inspired by Karnazes’ 
example and encouragement.

Japanese running shoe manufacturer asics have captured 
the heart of this in their twist on a line from Juvenal’s Satire 

X in which he says that what people should desire is mens 
sana in corpore sano, ‘a healthy mind in a healthy body’. 
Switch mens (‘mind’) for its correlate anima (‘soul’) and you 
have an athletics superbrand, with its marketing slogan, 
‘running releases more than just sweat’.

Why is it that running is meeting this need for people 
in a way that the gym is not? The most popular book in 
the genre, Born to Run, offers an answer. By a less well 
known author, Christopher MacDougall, it has become 
a cult bestseller which offers a mixture of travelogue, 
autobiography and anthropology.

At the heart of the book is the idea that human beings are 
uniquely well adapted to run long distances. It is perhaps 
not widely known that over a long enough distance a human 
will outrun pretty much any animal – as demonstrated by 
the annual ‘man against horse’ race in Llanwrtyd Wells, in 
which equine competitors are sometimes bested by their 
human counterparts over the comparatively short distance 
of 22 miles. In the 50 mile version in Arizona, humans win 
more frequently.

MacDougall draws on the work of Harvard 
paleoanthropologist Daniel Lieberman who suggests 
that the earliest humans would hunt by literally running 
their prey to death: chasing it for long enough that it 
would collapse and die of heat exhaustion. What makes 
MacDougall’s book so compelling is that he introduces 
his readers to a group of people who still have a lifestyle 
reminiscent of Lieberman’s proposed ancients.

The Tarahumara are a tribe that has been isolated from 
human progress by their extremely remote location in 
Mexico’s copper canyons. This tribe has a running culture 
and young and old will regularly run 100 miles together. 
Here in the flesh MacDougall offers living proof of the idea 
that human beings are ‘born to run’.

The allure of this will be familiar to anyone familiar with 
European cultural history. In the 18th century, coinciding 
with a sudden and dramatic increase in urbanisation, 
the idea of the ‘noble savage’ (wrongly associated with 
Rousseau) became popular. Identified often with either 
American Indians or, amusingly, the Scots, this idealised 
character represented the pristine human untainted by 
the corrupting influences of an urban way of life that has 
isolated people from nature and thus from themselves and 
each other.

It was a concept carried on to some extent by the 
Romantics into the 19th century. Incidentally, the romantic 
poets, for all our folk memory of them as fey, consumption-
ridden and obsessed with daffodils, were given to muscular 
pursuits, particularly the covering of heroic distances on 
foot. MacDougall offers a 21st century version of the idea 
that we would thrive better as people if we could get back 
to our origins; proffering that we can get in touch with our 
true nature by running.

So what are we to make of this? There are all kinds of 
directions in which this might take us. On the one hand, 
there is the apologetic opportunity provided by an interest 
in authentic human living. Karnazes and MacDougall are 
just two among many modern primitivists who would point 
us to questions of human identity and origins as central to 
human wellbeing.

The idea that we were made for something clearly remains 
a powerful one and offers opportunities to offer something 
much more satisfying than a longing for a romanticised 
past. However, another line of thought presents itself 
more pressingly at this point: a line of thought that will 
perhaps be discomfiting for some. What Karnazes speaks of 
when he describes the marathon as being about salvation, 
inner peace, meaning and a regained sense of community, 
mirror many of the things that as 21st century Christians, 
inhabiting the same world with its sense of anomie and 
dislocation as everyone else, put in the foreground in our 
evangelism.

The truly horrifying thought is that, in running, many 
people find what we want to tell them they should find in 
Jesus. The horror in that is not so much that this might 
mean that our evangelism will be ineffective for such people. 
The chill comes when we realise that we have presented 
God in such a way that he might have an effective rival. That 
asics can offer what we say Jesus is offering.

There’s no point pretending otherwise. Running meets 
the needs of people remarkably well in terms of mental and 
physical health. It may not do so in the holistic way nor to 
the depth that the gospel of Jesus does, but as a means of 
delivering relief to the felt needs of people struggling with 
the disjunctions and dislocations of modern life, it should 
not be underestimated.

The mistake we as Christians are tempted to make is to 
believe that felt needs and actual needs have a complete 
correspondence, when the truth is quite different.

Yes, people feel dislocated from the environment, each 
other and to some extent themselves. This has been the case 
since urbanisation began. However a much older dislocation 
lies at the root of this sense of ennui: we are estranged from 
our creator. Run as fast as you like, the distance generated 
by sin is one that we simply cannot traverse for ourselves.

Praise God that he has closed the gap for us. That is the 
one unique thing the church has to offer, and we should not 
forget it. As Paul says to Timothy, ‘Physical training is of 
some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding 
promise for both the present life and the life to come.’

Dean Karnazes speaks 
of running in explicitly 
religious terms: ‘I have found 
my Church, and it is at the 
end of a long trail on a distant 
mountain top. It is here that 
I feel most at peace, entirely 
content and whole.’

The truly horrifying thought is 
that, in running, many people 
find what we want to tell them 
they should find in Jesus.
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to our origins; proffering that we can get in touch with our 
true nature by running.
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directions in which this might take us. On the one hand, 
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The mistake we as Christians are tempted to make is to 
believe that felt needs and actual needs have a complete 
correspondence, when the truth is quite different.
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Praise God that he has closed the gap for us. That is the 
one unique thing the church has to offer, and we should not 
forget it. As Paul says to Timothy, ‘Physical training is of 
some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding 
promise for both the present life and the life to come.’

Dean Karnazes speaks 
of running in explicitly 
religious terms: ‘I have found 
my Church, and it is at the 
end of a long trail on a distant 
mountain top. It is here that 
I feel most at peace, entirely 
content and whole.’

The truly horrifying thought is 
that, in running, many people 
find what we want to tell them 
they should find in Jesus.
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In his life and teaching, Jesus 
held authority, power and 

responsibility in perfect balance. Fred 
Pink, a management consultant and 
executive coach, asks how we can find 
the same balance in the leadership 
roles we perform

At the beginning of the book of Acts, Jesus is asked, ‘Lord, 
are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’ 
He tells his disciples, ‘It is not for you to know the times 
or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you 
will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’

Similarly, in the great commission, Jesus speaks of his 
authority, of the responsibility he was giving to his disciples 
and of the power to succeed inherent in the assurance that 
he would be with them ‘to the very end of the age’.

We see this balance in the trinity, with the Father’s 
authority, the Spirit’s power and Jesus’ responsibility to 
redeem creation.

In his ministry, Jesus incarnated this trinitarian balance 
by accepting his Father’s authority, exercising the authority 
delegated to him and delegating his authority to his 
disciples. He exercised power in service of his Father and 
us. He used that authority and power to enable him to 
discharge the responsibility he willingly accepted from his 
Father, despite the sacrifice he accepted in Gethsemane and 
fulfilled on the cross.

Making it 
happen

The fact that recognised authority is so significant is 
shown by the reaction of those offended by Jesus’ actions 
and claims. He was frequently asked, ‘By what authority do 
you do these things?’ To those outraged by his perceived 
blasphemy concerning the paralytic man’s forgiven sins, 
he said, ‘But that you may know that the Son of Man has 
authority on earth to forgive sins...’ and healed him. Jesus 
openly claimed and exercised authority.

Jesus, said by the gospel writers to act ‘in the power of the 
Spirit’, exercised that power in service of others through his 
healing works and his redemptive death on the cross. He 
spoke of it as a sign of his authority to John the Baptist’s 
disciples and at the start of his ministry in Nazareth.

Jesus’ authority and power were exercised in discharge of 
the responsibility given him by the Father: the redemption 
of the world through being ‘delivered over to death for our 
sins’, as Paul tells the Romans. He also fully discharged his 
responsibility to develop his disciples who would be agents 
through whom the Spirit would build his body, the church.

Do we need to follow him in seeking that same balance in 
order to live our lives in his service? It can be helpful to look 

at what happens when we get these three elements out of 
balance.

When authority is not given, not taken when required 
or not recognised, the right to decide, advise or instruct is 
questioned or denied. The result is a struggle to discharge 
responsibilities and sometimes an abdication of leadership. 
We can see this in parents who are afraid of acting with 
authority with their children, whose natural rebelliousness 
remains relatively unchecked.

Business leaders, in the private and public sectors, face 
constant organisational change and many find themselves 
having to act in an environment of confused authority, with 
the result that delays, inefficiencies and stresses quickly 
appear.

When power is insufficient, authority may be clear and 
responsibilities defined, but neither can be exercised. A 
church cannot staff itself to achieve what it believes God is 
calling it to do if funds and people are not available. If we 
fail to seek the power of the Spirit, we are wilfully enfeebled. 
If we do not have sufficient resources for a business or 
building project, we will fail. Experience is power, and 
inexperienced people can struggle when over-promoted. 
Knowledge is power, to be used or abused. When it is absent, 
the simplest mistakes are made.

If responsibilities are unclear at work, then people are 
confused. The result is frustration and stress. We see the 
consequences in families where parents do not exercise 
appropriate responsibility towards raising their children. Do 
we see it in our churches? There are churches that require 
every member to accept responsibility and perform a role, 
to give as well as receive, while there are others in danger of 
becoming a social club.

How can we achieve more of the balance that Jesus 
displayed? God always provides us what we need to do his 
work, so achieving a necessary balance is not beyond us if 
we ask in prayer, if we look to Jesus’ ministry in the gospels 
as our example and if we thoughtfully and lovingly use 
what God gives us. Here are just a few questions to ask as we 
seek to find that balance.

Am I using the authority given me to serve God and 
those for whom he has given me responsibility, or to serve 
myself? Am I willing to delegate authority as Jesus did, or 
do I hold it to myself? Am I afraid of authority because of 
the responsibility that goes with it? If I lack authority, what 
action do I need to take?

Am I relying on my own power, or trusting in the power 
of the Spirit? Am I using my power to coerce or to enable 
others? Am I trying to achieve what is impossible because I 
am not resourced?

Have I asked God what he wants me to take responsibility 
for? God has given me gifts and with those come 
responsibility. Am I using them or irresponsibly avoiding 
what I see as difficult or unpleasant tasks?

We have Jesus’ delegated authority and the power of the 
Holy Spirit. Let us use them to discharge the responsibility 
given us by Jesus.
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‘This little piggy went to market.’ As a 
child, I thought this meant the piglet 
went shopping; only much later did I 
wonder otherwise, that there might 
not be a happy return home for this 
particular portion of pork.

Similarly, across my lifespan, ‘the 
market’ has become manifest as the 
dominant force and focus for everyday 
life. Now, we all go to the market, 
repeatedly and variously, across the 
span of our lives. But what if it turns 
out that we are the bacon, not the 
buyer? And what, even, if we do shop – 
until we drop?

Such questions deeply trouble 
Zygmunt Bauman. In Consuming 
Life, Bauman, holocaust escapee 
and emeritus professor of sociology, 
provides a small but rich book 
examining what he sees as our recent 
and radical shift from being a society 
of producers to living as a society 
of consumers. Napoleon’s ‘nation of 
shopkeepers’ has itself gone shopping, 
and Bauman exercises the concern (if 

not the solution) of an Old Testament 
prophet disturbed by his society’s 
prostration before market forces.

Bauman’s deepest disquiet is that we 
are selling ourselves. We have, in his 
view, been branded and transformed 
into commodities by the rise of 
consumerism. He sees consumerism as 
enforcing its attitudes and patterns of 
behaviour at the very heart of society.

Even if media-saturating marketing 
and our own appetites encourage 
consumerism’s embrace, its 

Books Matthew Sleeman, lecturer in New 
Testament and Greek, has been 
reading two books, Consuming Life 
and Consuming Youth, which relate 
directly to the church’s place in a 
market-led society

Consuming Life
Zygmunt Bauman
Polity, Cambridge, 2007

Consuming Youth
Leading Teens through Consumer 
Culture
John Berard, James Penner and Rick 
Bartlett 
Zondervan, 2010

Bauman’s deepest 
disquiet is that we 
are selling ourselves. 
We have, in his view, 
been branded and 
transformed into 
commodities by the 
rise of consumerism.

commodification of everyone and 
everything comes at a high personal 
and societal cost. Bauman traces 
these costs through many seemingly 
unconnected aspects of life. We are 
bacon, as well as buyer.

A particular cost identified by 
Bauman is a reducing of humanity. 
Other people, viewed as commodities 
to consume, become less than 
people in the minds of consumers. 
Such reduction occurs via constant 
pressures to market and reinvent 
ourselves, to be flexible at work and 
attractive at play.

It inhabits internet interactions, 
where social-media ‘friends’ can be 
instantly and apparently painlessly 
disconnected at the press of a 
button, and catalogues of potential 
partners can be viewed in the same 
dispassionate manner as one would 
select any other product.

Such commodified relationships 
contribute to a wider restructuring 
of our understanding of life and 
time. Time, Bauman proposes, has 
become ‘pointillist’: that is, we imagine 
ourselves living within an apparently 
endless and disconnected series of 
‘now’ moments.

The mantra ‘buy now, pay later’ 
masks an economic system itself 
dependent on such hurried and harried 
purchasing moments. Products are 
not intended to be durable, but as 
disposable, with any momentary 
satisfaction rapidly giving way to the 
cycle of consumption compulsively 
repeating itself.

receptionist, no contact address. There 
is freedom to choose, but the act of 
consuming cannot be avoided.

To be a non-consumer threatens 
the entire system, and so non-
consumers are redefined as a useless 
underclass, in manoeuvres perhaps 
not unsurprisingly reminiscent of Nazi 
treatment of the Jews.

Consuming Life raises a number of 
sharp and illuminating observations 
for Christians. For instance, if the 
‘swarm’ and momentary ‘cloakroom 
communities’ have replaced the 
group as the dominant means of 
organisation, how does this play out 
in local church life? Churches, after all, 
inhabit this consumerist society. Have 
our relationships also gone to market?

Bauman himself neither raises nor 
answers such issues. Religion and 
the church are strangely absent from 
his portrayal of society. Instead, his 
saviour appears as a revived social 
state; his Eden lies back beyond a 

if the ‘swarm’ 
and momentary 
‘cloakroom 
communities’ have 
replaced the group as 
the dominant means 
of organisation, how 
does this play out in 
local church life?

In this schema, eternity is no longer 
a value or a virtue, having been 
dethroned by the perpetual ‘tyranny 
of the moment’. And any frustration 
arising from choices failing to satisfy 
is overwhelmed and neutralised by 
the sheer excess of choices continually 
advertised before us.

With endless promises of privatised 
utopias, ‘it is not only cats who now 
have nine lives’. Shopping offers 
‘plentiful new starts and resurrections’, 
each mirage offering the ‘chance of 
being “born again”’ with, of course, a 
loyalty card to reward repeat patrons.

Such serial rebirthing is, though, 
seriously hard work. It is ‘a never-
ending and uphill struggle’, where 
people are expected to make 
themselves available to the market and 
to compete within it. The image of God 
is replaced by the god of image. ‘Rather 
than a gift... identity is a sentence to 
lifelong hard labour.’

And this hard labour is lifelong. 
Bauman decries a reordering of 
childhood such that even young 
children are socialised as consumers. 
This in turn anticipates ever-earlier 
teenage exposure of self via ‘portable 
electronic confessionals’, merging 
into student life, ‘three to six years of 
training, compulsory in all but name, 
in the skills and usages of borrowing 
money and living on credit.’

Such patterning is mirrored at all 
stages and scales of life. The power of 
the market dissolves the sovereignty 
of both parents and nations, while 
offering no appeals procedure, no 
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Thatcherite ‘fall’. Criticisms of such a 
narrative notwithstanding, Consuming 
Life provides a fiery, stimulating and 
sharp diagnosis, with much to tell 
us about where and who we are in a 
market-led society.

By contrast, John Berard, James 
Penner and Rick Bartlett address 
directly the question of the church’s 
place within a market-led society. 
Should little churches go to market, 
or can they stay at home? Consuming 
Youth frames the local church as 
providing an important buffer, a 
contrast society, to the ‘virus’ which 
transmits the consumerist mindset.

At the same time, church can form 
a powerful ‘home’, able to transform 
adolescence and the process of 
growing up.

Consuming Youth tackles similar 
issues to those diagnosed in 
Consuming Life, sharing a historical 
appreciation and attention to the 
‘sociological imagination’. Observing 
how notions of ‘the teenager’ and 
program-driven models of youth 
ministry both originated in the 1940s, 
it sees the former as all-too-often 
uncritically feeding the latter. In 
contrast, it proposes that churches 
take a more active and directive role in 
raising young people.

One strength of Consuming Youth is 
that it does present a worked-out, lived 
solution to market infiltration of life. 
This comes in the form of a year-long 
programme called ‘Ministry Quest’ 
(www.tabor.edu/ministryquest), which 
combines relational mentoring for 
young people with a focus on vocation 
and calling, and intentional spiritual 
formation.

Its emphasis rests on youth 
transformation rather than youth 
programming. Arising within an 
Anabaptist tradition, participating 
youth require local church nomination 
and, on completion, receive 
congregational commissioning for 
what they have discerned regarding 
their future life.

As such, this collective identification 
(‘stalking’) of the ‘vocational 
imagination’ contrasts with Bauman’s 
lament of the consumerist vocation 
as resting ultimately on individual 
performance.

Rather than approaching youth 
ministry as predicated on either 

protection or self-actualisation, the 
authors envisage cross-generational 
tribal initiation. Enabled by ‘home’ as a 
guiding metaphor, simple but profound 
friendship encounters are sparked 
across the church’s generations. In this 
way, those who cannot avoid going to 
market can also enjoy a genuine home 
and receive nurture in how to face that 
market.

Vocation is assumed as beginning 
within the teenage years rather than 
being offset for some later stage of 
life, and need not be church-based. In 
one instance, a church affirms a young 
man’s passion to become an electrical 
engineer, providing an integral part of 
his maturing into a trade and adult life.

The proposition of listening to 
an inner voice might disturb some 
readers, but a suggestive transposition 
of the programme into wisdom 
categories is possible. Wisdom, as well 
as Folly, cries out in the market place. 
If we in our churches will not help our 
young people discern Wisdom’s voice, 
then the burden of youth is great, even 
unbearable, and alternatives will fill 
the void.

Consuming Youth pilots one 
possible course of constructive 
action, and is suggestive of others. 
It heralds a different kind of church 
apprenticeship to that we are perhaps 
familiar with, but one which all 
Christian youth require, to nurture 
both head and hands in the service 
of our Lord. Then they – and the 
churches – will be better ready to face 
the market.
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Thatcherite ‘fall’. Criticisms of such a 
narrative notwithstanding, Consuming 
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place within a market-led society. 
Should little churches go to market, 
or can they stay at home? Consuming 
Youth frames the local church as 
providing an important buffer, a 
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transmits the consumerist mindset.
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protection or self-actualisation, the 
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within the teenage years rather than 
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engineer, providing an integral part of 
his maturing into a trade and adult life.

The proposition of listening to 
an inner voice might disturb some 
readers, but a suggestive transposition 
of the programme into wisdom 
categories is possible. Wisdom, as well 
as Folly, cries out in the market place. 
If we in our churches will not help our 
young people discern Wisdom’s voice, 
then the burden of youth is great, even 
unbearable, and alternatives will fill 
the void.

Consuming Youth pilots one 
possible course of constructive 
action, and is suggestive of others. 
It heralds a different kind of church 
apprenticeship to that we are perhaps 
familiar with, but one which all 
Christian youth require, to nurture 
both head and hands in the service 
of our Lord. Then they – and the 
churches – will be better ready to face 
the market.
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