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One of the loudest drumbeats of modern leadership centers on organizational transformation. Driven by techno-
logical innovation, disruption, and agility, combined with workforce generational and organizational shifts, business 
leaders increasingly realize that we must “change or die.” However, thousands of leadership texts and billions of 
leadership development dollars seem insufficient enablers to lead this change. In an area replete with theories, 
models, constructs, and styles, what is missing? We suggest that the biggest enabler is not found in another ex-
ternal system or model, but in behavioral change rooted deep within the leader’s identity. A critical, yet largely 
unknown element of the leader’s identity surrounds our vulnerability to self-conscious emotions. The aim of this 
analysis is threefold. First, by examining the relationship between self-conscious emotions and our identities, we 
offer Christian leaders a framework to better identify gaps in their behavioral styles. Second, we examine a deeper 
comprehension of our union with Christ, unlocking identity messages that Christians often overlook. Finally, we 
offer a model of recurring spiritual disciplines designed to enable the leader’s transformation from within. Through 
this personal change process, Christian leaders are better equipped to lead the business transformations our mod-
ern era demands.
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 INTRODUCTION
ny 21st century leader, business or otherwise, 
faces the dizzying necessity for organizational 
transformation. The modern pulse of innovation, 
disruption, and agility, combined with workforce 

generational differences and technological enablers, of-
ten leaves us searching for equally innovative and adaptive 
approaches to leading. This may be particularly true for the 
Christian leader who feels the tension of breakneck speed 
and associated change rubbing against the voice saying, “Be 
still and know that I am God” (Ps. 46:10). How do we lead 
through the chaos? How do we create a path through un-
explored territories, where distinctions between the human 
and artificial seem increasingly blurred?

Ironically, it seems we may not need a new leadership 
model so much as we need a recovered one. Increasingly, a 
host of managerial writers remind us that, in our modern age 
of cognitive computing, analytics, robotics, and ubiquitous 
connectivity, the greatest human differentiator is indeed our 
humanity. Emotional intelligence in leadership, it seems, is 
getting more press than ever. Daniel Goleman’s themes of 
self-awareness, other-awareness, emotional-regulation, 
and social adaptability are recurring topics in business liter-
ature.1 No wonder. For all our challenges ranging from man-
aging technological advancement to adopting new organiza-
tional paradigms, the biggest hurdle remains behavioral.

Behavioral change is a topic in which Christians ought to 
be well-versed. While Christianity is not centered on behav-
ior modification, changed behavior naturally flows from fol-
lowing Christ. Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Gal. 5:22) reflect 
natural outcomes of our faith. And nowhere should this be 
more visible than in our leadership—of others and ourselves.

Surprisingly, however, this is often not the case. Any ca-
sual web search will yield numerous stories of high profile 
Christians censured for their toxic leadership styles.2 Mar-
shall Goldsmith’s 20 bad interpersonal leadership habits3 
seem hardly limited to non-Christians. Yet this cannot be 
for a lack of scholarship. One recent survey identified some 
329,803 books available on the general topic of leadership.4 
Leadership development is a $366 billion industry, yet re-
search indicates most of these programs fail to create the 
desired results.5 In an area replete with theories, models, 
constructs, and styles, what is missing? Content and oppor-
tunity are not the problem; personal transformational and 

A
sustained change is.  

We suggest that the next generation of leadership lies 
less in developing a new model and more in applying a much 
deeper biblical one—one that augers to the leader’s very 
identity (Rom. 12:2). This requires a deep courageous com-
mitment to self-examination and reflection. Emotional in-
telligence must be extended well below the surface into the 
“thoughts and attitudes of the heart” (Heb. 4:12). This can 
prove daunting and even a bit uncomfortable. But its rewards 
can truly be transformational. And we believe this transfor-
mation is what a recovered biblical leadership model unique-
ly offers.

 THE LEADER’S SELF-
    CONCEPT

John is the Senior Vice President of Operations for a $13 bil-
lion Fortune 400 firm. Throughout his 26-year career with 

the company, he has catapulted through multiple engineer-
ing, operations and lower-level executive roles with great 
skill. His current position is viewed by some as a potential 
launching pad into the CEO’s chair. John is talented, bright, 
charismatic and highly respected throughout the firm—ex-
cept by one team. 

Six months prior, John commissioned an agile-based de-
velopment team for a new research and development project 
he felt could serve as an industry disrupter. He intentional-
ly chose to use an agility-based model with younger, fresh 
thinkers at the helm. However, from the beginning, their cul-
tural and organizational styles clashed with his. While John 
felt he was a flexible and adaptive leader, he was also very 
cognizant of his organizational position within the company. 
He wanted his opinions to be taken seriously. He expected 
respect, if not deference, which most in the company happily 
obliged. 

The agile team did not. Their attitude appeared indiffer-
ent if not hostile to John’s positional authority. They viewed 
his knowledge and approaches as antiquated. And, the more 
visible this cultural condescension emerged, the more sub-
tly enraged John became. It would have been easy enough 
to replace the team but they were quite competent and re-
spected in their own right. They were bright, gifted, young, 
respected by their peers, and thoroughly unimpressed with 
hierarchy. This galled John to the core, such that he eventu-
ally abandoned any desire to collaborate and instead began 
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to devise a methodology to permanently remove them. At 
one point, having been informed of some “John the Boom-
er” jokes amongst the team, John flew into a rage with some 
private confidantes. Amidst a string of epithets, John began 
reciting the most distinguished elements of his 26-year ca-
reer. He concluded a no-holds barred rant with the assurance 
that not only would they be off the project, but they would be 
out of the company. The confidantes, many who had known 
John for years, felt like someone or something had finally tar-
nished his gold-plated image. Apparently, John wasn’t quite 
the practiced and polished leader everyone had imagined—
something had really gotten under his skin.

John is an archetypal character but his story is based on 
a real one. It is the biblical story of Haman as recorded in 
the Book of Esther.6  John figuratively, and Haman actually, 
suffered a deep affront to their self-concept. Richard Robins 
and Roberta Shriber identify this self-concept as “our beliefs 
about who we are, our worth as a person, and our aspira-
tions for the future.”7 When John’s opinion of himself was not 
shared by his detractors—in fact when it was directly chal-
lenged—he rushed headlong into an emotional tailspin. His 
true identity was revealed.

Ironically, the research linking self and emotionality is rel-
atively underdeveloped, particularly when applied to leader-
ship.8 Yet this linkage is exactly what we see in John’s case. 
And, if we pull back the covers, we can see it around us every 
day—in leadership and in life.

 SHAME, PRIDE AND
    APPROVAL

Recently, the study of self-conscious emotions has be-
gun to gain traction in several psychological research 

streams. While some research has examined more subtle 
emotions such as guilt and embarrassment, the existing lit-
erature tends to emphasize shame and pride. In fact, some 
researchers have postulated that shame and hubristic (as 
distinguished from authentic) pride tend to mirror each oth-
er because they both center on the “I am” of self.9 Shame 
speaks in terms like “I am a failure.” Hubristic pride speaks 
in terms like “I am extraordinary.” Unlike guilt and authentic 
pride, which speak in terms of “I have done” either a good 
or bad thing, shame and hubristic pride drill to the center of 
our self-concept. Not surprisingly, in the Genesis narrative, 

shame and hubristic pride emerge as the first consequences 
of The Fall.

SHAME

Shame may be defined as our emotional response to con-
demnation, evoked from a sense of nakedness and exposure. 
It manifests itself most when we are personally humiliated, 
ridiculed, scorned, or rejected. As June Tangney notes, shame 
often leaves us with the desire to cover up and hide.10 In fact, 
shame was the first emotion recorded after our original par-
ents sinned. Covering up was their first response.

Shame is not always easy to pinpoint. As Curt Thompson 
observes, shame’s elusiveness proves to be a key element 
of its power.11 But one way of drawing out shame may be 
to reflect on our feelings when we hear spoken or unspoken 
messages like, “you are totally worthless,” “you are a com-
plete failure,” “you don’t matter at all,” “nobody really cares 
about you,” or “you will never be good enough.”12 Those are 
shame’s voices.

Once we understand the pattern of shame, we can see 
it in action all the time, both personally and professionally. 
As an executive coach, Simon Cavicchia documents shame’s 
phenomenology in multiple leadership contexts. For exam-
ple:

I was coaching a newly promoted senior executive in 
an oil company, let us call her Jenny. She described 
her line-manager as controlling and prone to being 
directly and publicly critical if he did not agree with 
the way Jenny was thinking. My client, who I knew 
to have a capacity for creative and innovative inter-
ventions, increasingly spoke of feeling stupid and 
confused. On one occasion she described feeling as 
if “everything I have been able to draw on over the 
years is worthless. I feel pretty dumb and useless 
right now, I can’t even think. I just don’t know what 
to do!”13

Our inability to “even think” in midst of these shame storms, 
as Thompson calls them, exemplifies shame’s raw emotional 
power. Gershen Kaufman refers to shame as “an entrance to 
self…an inner torment, as a sickness of the soul.”14 When we 
are deeply shamed as both Jenny and John were, we are of-
ten helplessly incapacitated and laid bare. 
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PRIDE

As noted, research distinguishes between authentic and hu-
bristic pride. Authentic pride reflects the emotional sense of 
satisfaction or accomplishment we feel in a job well done. It 
speaks in terms of “I did” versus “I am.” Authentic pride tends 
to promote the attainment of value, based on expertise or 
legitimate achievement.15 While this can certainly be taken 
to extremes, the Bible provides for it.16

Our focus, however, centers on hubristic pride, which 
may be seen in egotism, boastfulness, presumption, and 
self-centeredness.17 Hubristic pride is rooted in comparison 
and self-congratulation. It resides in competition and a de-
sire to “be better” than the next person. Regarding the com-
petitive nature of this pride, C.S. Lewis wrote: 

Pride gets no pleasure out of having something, on-
ly out of having more of it than the next man. We 
say that people are proud of being rich, or clever, or 
good-looking, but they are not. They are proud of 
being richer, or cleverer, or better-looking than oth-
ers. If everyone else became equally rich, or clever, 
or good-looking there would be nothing to be proud 
about. It is the comparison that makes you proud: 
the pleasure of being above the rest. Once the ele-
ment of competition has gone, pride has gone.18

In its basest form, hubristic pride screams to its com-
petitors and to its audience—don’t you know who I am? I’ll 
tell you who I am! Let us return to the leadership allegory. 
How did John respond to his public shaming? He responded 
by fighting back with hubristic pride. In the face of conde-
scending humiliation, John used his resume to prop up his 
damaged self-concept.

APPROVAL

The intertwined relationship between shame and pride 
should not be overlooked. Although they appear opposite in 
nature, shame and pride often operate together in a cyclical 
manner; as two sides of the same coin. When we feel threat-
ened or attacked by the painful voices of shame, many of us 
counter with our own voices of hubristic pride. But to truly 
put all the pieces together, we need to add one more import-
ant component—that of approval. 

Approval takes form in the authentication, validation, and 

acceptance in the eyes of others. The message of approval 
directly opposes the message of shame. Rather than a voice 
of condemnation, approval offers a voice of praise. Rather 
than a voice of worthlessness, approval provides a voice of 
esteem. Approval brands the message “you are worthy and 
good” upon our self-concept. 

As image-bearers of God, we were created for approval; 
it is part of God’s design. We were meant to matter. We were 
created to be valuable. We were designed to be worthy, es-
teemed, and purposeful (Ps. 139). In fact, anyone who serves 
Christ properly is “acceptable to God and approved by men” 
(Rom. 14:18). However, both shame and hubristic pride twist 
this natural design into very unhealthy behavior, which can 
be seen in both our life and leadership. The Bible refers to 
this unhealthy contortion as “the fear of man” (Prov. 29:25).

Shame contorts our natural need for approval into “dis-
approval avoidance.” We naturally flinch at the belief that 
anyone in our circle of importance might disapprove of us, 
so we cover up and self-protect. We lead defensively. If we 
consider Goldsmith’s 20 bad leadership habits, these would 
show up in things like failing to express gratitude (fear of 
showing weakness), withholding information (fear of vul-
nerability), negativity (fear of risk-taking), unwillingness to 
listen (protectionism), and deflecting blame from ourselves 
(fear of exposure).19 To this list, we might also add isolating 
and micro-managing behavior rooted in a defensive need to 
control all of our circumstances. Ironically, behavior stem-
ming from disapproval-avoidance might itself bring the most 
amount of disapproval. But a leader entrenched in the for-
tress of self-protection will rarely see this. Instead, in our 
experience, such leaders always seem to have a reason, a 
rationale, or a justification at their fingertips to explain why 
they are right—and why others should just see it their way.

Conversely, pride contorts our natural need for approval 
into a non-stop quest for applause. Approval addicts seek 
an “IV drip” of personal validation from anyone and anything 
possible; particularly the highly-esteemed. Such addiction 
lives in the world by showing off in hopes of receiving at-
tention. Returning to Goldsmith’s bad leadership habits, this 
manifests itself in areas like winning too much, telling the 
world how smart we are, claiming credit that we don’t de-
serve, and excessive needs to “be me.”20 To this, we might 
add constantly proving ourselves, name dropping, profes-
sional gossiping, throwing people under the bus, and syco-
phantic behavior toward colleagues and higher authorities. 
Most pride-based approval habits are reasonably subtle, or 
only occasionally come in out in full force. From the time we 
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are children to our turn as leaders, we learn cleverer and 
more disguised ways to say, “Look at me!” But the underlying 
need and motivation remains the same.21

As Figure I illustrates, this is the world in which John 
lived. Rooted in true giftedness, over time he began to cre-
ate a pseudo-narrative rooted in his own press release. His 
self-concept became wrapped up in the pride-based approv-
al and respect that his resume and position “deserved.” He 
came to expect, even live for, validation and approbation. And 
when he did not receive it from the agile team, feelings of 
shame and inferiority began to kick in. His identity was under 

direct frontal attack. In short, pride’s mask was exposed and 
shame’s naked vulnerability was in full view. The emperor 
was losing his clothes.

 A MODEL FOR LEADERSHIP 
   TRANSFORMATION

In our experience, simply understanding how leadership 
can be impacted by negative self-conscious emotions may 

FIGURE I. A CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF SHAME-PRIDE-APPROVAL

BEHAVIORAL 
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serve as a valuable diagnostic tool. Leadership is naturally 
aided by deeper levels of self-awareness. However, for this 
understanding to be truly transformational, any corrective 
action must involve a core identity-shift. The negative cy-
cle between shame-pride-approval and a leader’s defective 
view of self must be interrupted. 

WRITING A NEW NARRATIVE

Increasingly, researchers are recognizing the formidable in-
terplay that exists between human cognitive, emotive, and 
behavioral elements. Jolyn Davidson writes that these three 
elements comprise an internal “operating system” work-
ing together to shape the attitudes we use to interact with 
ourselves and our en-
vironment.22 Moreover, 
as Thompson writes, we 
begin to frame these ele-
ments into stories or me-
ta-narratives of our lives. 
These narratives help 
us make sense of our 
thoughts, emotions, and 
behaviors, particularly in 
light of past and pres-
ent experiences. Over time, we begin to interpret life-events 
according to these narratives. If the narratives are rooted in 
truth, all is well. But, for the Christian, shame- and pride-
based narratives are not rooted in truth. Writing on shame 
(to which we would add hubristic pride), Thompson states, “It 
has purpose in a larger narrative, an interpersonal neurobio-
logical instrument that is intentionally and skillfully used to 
distract and disrupt the story that God is telling.”23 

Leaders who want to find increased freedom from the 
impacts of shame, pride, and their associated approval pat-
terns, must learn to change their narrative. This begins with 
developing new ways of thinking, principally about ourselves. 
The “I am” statements that are so often tied to self-con-
scious emotions need to be reprogrammed. The Christian 
leader needs to uncover his/her true self-concept.

Alistair Begg states, “One of the reasons for Christian in-
effectiveness is that we don’t know who we are in Christ.”24 
We would apply that maxim to Christian leadership. The term 
“in Christ” is used so frequently in Scripture that we can blow 
through it without taking the time to truly consider its impli-
cations. As John Stott stated:

The commonest description in the Scriptures of a 
follower of Jesus is that he or she is a person “in 
Christ.” The expressions “in Christ,” “in the Lord,” and 
“in him” occur 164 times in the letters of Paul alone, 
and are indispensable to an understanding of the 
New Testament. To be “in Christ” does not mean to 
be inside Christ, as tools are in a box or our clothes 
in a closet, but to be organically united to Christ, as a 
limb is in the body or a branch is in the tree. It is this 
personal relationship with Christ that is the distinc-
tive mark of his authentic followers.25

Being “in Christ” and, by extension, having Christ dwell-
ing in us (Rom. 8:9-11) might be the most important biblical 

identity statement 
a believer can pos-
sess. While many 
identity themes 
are important, 
our union with 
Christ holds dis-
tinguished preem-
inence. This union, 
as we have previ-
ously written, has 

less to do with who “I say I am” and more to do with who 
“God says I am.” 26 

This has profound implications for the way in which Chris-
tian leaders identify with shame and hubristic pride. As ma-
ny have noted, it is important to note why Christ suffered 
and died a death of shame. The vivid accounts of his being 
stripped naked, mocked, slapped, spit on, and ridiculed aren’t 
just part of an interesting story. When the Scripture states 
Jesus “endured the cross, scorning its shame” (Heb. 12:2), 
it shows us that he overcame shame exactly the same way 
he overcame sin. Jesus put shame to death. And if we are in 
Christ, the leader no longer needs to live in shame’s identi-
ty—it isn’t ours anymore (Is. 53:3-5). 

Similarly, when he came to earth as a man to live in our 
stead, Jesus also overcame pride. If we are in Christ, the 
leader no longer needs to live in the identity of self-compar-
ison and self-congratulation, because that identity isn’t ours 
anymore. The voices inside need no longer seek to congrat-
ulate us, inflate us, and exaggerate us. They need no longer 
scream, “Compare yourself! Be sure you’re better! The only 
voice that matters anymore is God’s voice—the voice that 
belongs to us because we are in Christ.

Jesus put shame to death. And if we 
are in Christ, the leader no longer 

needs to live in shame’s identity—it 
isn’t ours anymore
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Rewriting the leaders’ self-narrative involves actively and 
constantly changing the voice we hear. It is the cognitive 
equivalent of choosing to change the radio station—daily 
and hourly—in order to receive a different message. It is a 
message of God’s ultimate approval.

God’s message to leaders in Christ who are visited by 
shame remains one of ultimate approval. We do not have to 
hide in our shame because he calls us out of the shadows. 
We have inestimable value to him (2 Co. 5:21, Rom. 14:4). 
Similarly, those in Christ visited by pride do not have to boast 
in our accomplishments and comparisons. He has created us 
as one of a kind and approves of us. We have inestimable val-
ue to him. He doesn’t just know us—he knows us by name.27 
(Ps 139:13-16, Ex 33:17).

For the Christian leader, what are the practical implica-
tions of this narrative change? Consider the following:

•	 We don’t need to prove ourselves because in Christ, 
we’re already approved. 

•	 We don’t need to overpower people because in 
Christ, God is our strong tower.

•	 We don’t need to fear others because in Christ, God 
is the strength of our heart.

•	 We don’t need to constantly add value because in 
Christ, we are eternally valuable.

•	 We don’t need to constantly seek attention be-
cause in Christ, God always delights, rejoices, and 
smiles on us.

•	 We don’t have to always be right, be smarter, be in 
charge, and be accomplished because in Christ, we 
are highly esteemed.28

In short, the freedom to lead teams and organizations 
more effectively comes when our redirected self-concept—a 
true self-concept in Christ—becomes part of our daily expe-
rience (2 Pet. 1:3-11). How so? Consider that when leaders 
are freed from the “fear of man” (be it approval addiction or 
disapproval avoidance), we are increasingly able to consis-
tently convey authenticity, genuineness, and transparency. 
We are able to lead less defensively, without resorting to 
tight-fisted micro-managing and bullying. We are able to in-
creasingly focus on team success rather than individual ap-
pearances. We are able to delegate more freely and rely less 
on exerting control. We are also able to deliver difficult mes-
sages, make unpopular decisions, and ensure team account-
ability. All of these attributes are demonstrated contributors 
to high-performing organizations.29 

LIFELONG PATTERN SHIFTS

It would be disingenuous to imply that reading a few para-
graphs could overcome years spent building incorrect narra-
tives. It will not. Neither do we suggest that all leaders who 
struggle in this area do so equally. A biblical case could be 
made that shame, pride and misplaced approval desires tie 
directly to our fallen nature and show up as early as Gene-
sis 3. However, developmental research also suggests that 
our sensitivity to self-conscious emotions can be influenced 
by relationships with our early caregivers and the social en-
vironment in which we develop.30 Every leader’s experience 
will be unique. However, as both neuroscience and spiritual 
practices inform us, applying a discipline of sustained and 
consistent pattern shifts can, over time, lead to authentic 
and effective change.

Increasingly, research points to the ability to “rewire” the 
neural pathways in our brains. Conceptually, this is not un-
like choosing to take new roads to a destination. Over time, 
our brains form these neural pathways and strengthen them 
through repetition. This strengthening results in habits, 
which often translate to automatic behaviors used in things 
like reading and driving. So too, we develop automated be-
havioral responses to emotional impulses. These respons-
es are typically born out of years of mental training, often 
developed from childhood. This life-long development can 
make behavioral habits difficult to break—but not impossi-
ble.31

Behavioral habits change through increased recurrence 
and repetition of new pathways. Not coincidentally, this re-
currence and repetition mirrors the process of biblical medi-
tation. Sadly, biblical meditation, which is replete throughout 
the pages of Scripture and Christian historical practice, is 
nearly lost in modern Christianity. While space does not per-
mit a thorough review of this spiritual discipline, we will point 
out a few key components (see Box “Biblical Meditation”):

First, biblical meditation involves high levels of mental 
engagement. Some scholars call biblical meditation the act 
of “mental chewing.” That is, meditation involves extensive 
pondering, musing, and even verbalization. As some have 
ironically noted, worrying and meditating actually involve the 
same process, albeit to different outcomes, of playing and 
replaying our thoughts.32  Meditation can also involve active-
ly speaking our thoughts through periods of biblical reflec-
tion. This may appear akin to Eastern practices, but it is far 
from them. As Thomas Merton noted, “True contemplation is 
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not a psychological trick but a theological grace.” 33

Second, the common objects of biblical meditation in-
clude God’s Word, his work, and his ways. In our specific case, 
meditations are focused on who God says we are in Christ. 
Therefore, biblical meditation is often connected with prayer. 
Charles Spurgeon observed, “Meditation and prayer are twin 
sisters, and both of them appear to me equally necessary to 
a Christian life. I think meditation must exist where there is 
prayer, and prayer would be sure to exist where there is med-
itation.” 34

Finally, while it engages the mind, biblical meditation 
is not exclusive-
ly mental; it con-
sists of aligning our 
mental and spiritual 
gaze with God, the 
work of his Spirit, 
and his truth. When 
the Bible speaks of 
setting our minds 
on things above (Col 
3:2), it is not simply 
speaking of direct-
ing our physical brain waves. Rather, it is an encouragement 
to focus our physical and spiritual selves on heavenly things. 
To aid us, we ask God’s Spirit to “guide [us] into all truth” (Jn. 

16:13). Thus, while biblical and Eastern meditation may both 
quietly and reflectively concentrate, biblical meditation does 
not encourage us to clear or empty ourselves. Rather, biblical 
meditation propels us to fill ourselves, invoking God’s Spirit 
to direct our recurring thoughts toward God’s Word, work, 
and ways—which are primarily found in Scripture itself.35

WE CAN’T DO THIS ALONE

While these spiritual practices are mostly learned and expe-
rienced in solitude, we also belong to a community of be-

lievers dependent 
on one another for 
the body to func-
tion (1 Co. 12, Rom. 
12). The practice of 
listening to God’s 
voice in communi-
ty is challenging if 
we have not first 
learned to listen to 
it individually. But 
once we do—once 

we have some level of individual proficiency—receiving and 
discerning God’s will together is a powerful and rewarding 
experience. Leaders are part of a broader team that encour-

Jesus also overcame pride. If we are in 
Christ, the leader no longer needs to 

live in the identity of self-comparison 
and self-congratulation, because that 

identity isn’t ours anymore.
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BIBLICAL MEDITATION

Below are a few recommendations for its practice: 

•	 Be intentional - our meditations may often feel choppy and scattered and that’s okay. But we should be in-
tentional about coaching and focusing ourselves throughout the process.

•	 Develop a recurring time and location removed from distractions - we are creatures of habit so recurrence is 
useful. We should also free ourselves from distractions; especially our electronic devices.

•	 Seek God’s presence and power - begin by asking for his Spirit to lead us; filing us with joy in his presence and 
eternal pleasures at his right hand (Ps. 16:11)

•	 Seek God’s cleansing - reflect on God revealing the dark and often hidden stains of sin and washing our souls 
(Ps. 51:10, 139:24, 51:7)

•	 Declutter our souls - reflect on the peace of God breaking through the disquieted clutter (Phil 4:7). Also re-
flect on God binding up our hurt and wounded hearts (Ps. 73:26)

•	 Commune with God by reflecting and listening - reflect on his word, work, and ways. Center on an aspect 
of God’s nature and how that relates to our identity. Pray and listen to ways God’s attributes lead to joyous 
fellowship with him; thereby refreshing our souls.
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age and support each other, point out our blind spots, and 
help set direction. Reciprocally, leaders need a broader team 
that we may pour ourselves into, thereby spurring one an-
other on toward love and good deeds (Heb. 10:24).

As believers, we were not intended to operate alone and 
we need to confirm God’s direction through the agreement of 
Christ’s body. These practices operationalize our leadership 
from within, enabling us to listen to both God and one an-
other, thereby multiplying our leadership effectiveness. In so 
doing, we are freed from our shame-pride-approval tenden-
cies and natural desires to be the source of all leadership de-
cisions. As Ruth Haley Barton notes, “Corporate or leadership 
discernment, then, is the capacity to recognize and respond 
to the presence and activity of God as a leadership group 
relative to the issues we are facing, and to make decisions 
in response to that awareness.”36 Discernment and working 
together as a team does not guarantee unanimity, nor does 
it include abdicating ultimate individual responsibility. How-

ever, it does mean that the team will be heard collaboratively 
and leaders will be willing to release their shame-pride-ap-
proval based biases. Through the input of others, we will be 
open to receiving God’s direction that may differ from our 
own limited human perspectives. Through the community of 
others, we will be more eager to encourage one another and 
build one another up (1 Thess. 5:11).  

Learning to grow together as a team and appreciating 
our differences as strengths rather than aggravations, rep-
resents an essential element of leading from within. As Henri 
Nouwen states, “Community always calls us back to solitude 
and solitude always calls us back to community. Both are es-
sential elements of ministry and witness.”37

In summary, as shown in Figure II, we believe that biblical 
meditation, prayer, and study, led by God’s Spirit, and accom-
panied by the strength of community, can provide the foun-
dation by which regular thought patterns are changed and 
new behavioral habits are formed (I Tim. 4.7-8, Heb. 12:1-3). 

FIGURE II. A CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF PERSONAL LEADERSHIP TRANSFORMATION
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As we are personally transformed into his image (2 Co. 3:18), 
so too does our leadership transform. Christian leaders can 
learn to change their self-narrative; increasingly finding free-
dom from the impacts of shame-pride-approval patterns. 
Over a lifetime of renewal and practice, the Christian leader 
can increasingly discover their true identity (1 Pet. 1:14-15; 
Eph. 1:1-10, 2:1-10; Rom. 8:29) and, from that identity, lead 
more effectively.

 CONCLUSION

Does this model of leadership transformation actually 
work? Beyond our personal experiences, we conclude 

by sharing a few examples from Scripture and contemporary 
leadership.

It is hard to miss the behavioral evidences of 
shame-pride-approval in the Apostle Peter during Jesus’s 
years on earth. At the top of his frequent bravado was his 
overconfident assertion to Jesus, “Even if I have to die with 
you, I will never disown you” (Mt. 26:35). Perhaps comforting 
to all of us who are works in progress, Peter never seemed to 
totally get over his approval addiction (Gal. 2:11-13). Howev-
er, it is equally hard to overlook the personal and leadership 
transformation that took place in his life. As he stood bold-
ly before the Sanhedrin declaring God’s approval over man’s 
(Acts 5), he was clearly a changed person. He had been with 
Jesus (Acts 4:13), and his leadership had immeasurable im-
pact on the early Christian church.

Similarly, it is hard to miss the behavioral evidences of 
shame-pride-approval in James and John, the “sons of thun-
der.” Like Peter, they held a special position in Jesus’s earthly 
ministry. Yet, scarcely after witnessing his transfiguration 
(Lk. 9:28-36), they were among those arguing about “who 
would be the greatest” (Lk. 9:46). After their attempt to 
coopt Jesus into sitting at his right and left in God’s kingdom 
(Mt. 20:20-23), Jesus delivers his most concise teaching on 
servant leadership contrasted against their naked personal 

ambition. However, after having been with Jesus, they were 
never the same. John, particularly, stands out as the “apos-
tle of love”—the last original disciple to leave earth, trans-
formed at his very core.

Being with Jesus clearly means much more than studying 
him or even walking with him across Palestine. Being with 
Jesus means, in the words of Nouwen, “rooted in a perma-
nent, intimate relationship with the Incarnate Word.”38 One 
such modern experience comes from Dave Brown, former 
CEO of Lens Crafters. Trained in the mold of “Neutron Jack” 
Welch and “Chainsaw Al” Dunlap, within a decade of Brown’s 
tenure as a 29-year old CEO, Lens Crafters catapulted to the 
largest eye ware provider in the world. From day one, Brown 
was singularly results-driven. He states, “I was fortunate to 
become the CEO at just 29 years old and thought I was ‘hot 
stuff’ but the truth is, after a couple of years I was misera-
ble.” He was, in his words “a classic numbers-only butthead 
who could do everybody’s job and was proud of telling them 
that.”39 Yet, as he describes in further detail, after coming 
face-to-face with his disconnected faith and his overbearing 
“results at all costs” style, God deeply transformed his life 
and his entire style of leadership.     

We believe that any 21st century Christian leader can ex-
perience the same transformation and become more effec-
tive in the process. Any leader, unshackled from the self-pre-
occupations of shame-pride-approval, and all its behavioral 
dysfunctions, will lead more effectively. Such a leader, un-
cluttered by mental and emotional chaos, has much more 
margin at their disposal. Christ’s perpetual source of living 
water (Jn.7:38) leaves more undistracted time to reflect, 
comprehend, create, value, and vision-cast. It yields more 
opportunity to invest in others and grow in community. In 
short, as we journey the path of biblical transformational 
leadership, we are left freer to truly lead.
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