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I dedicate this book to the ones with Big Hearts, who care about truly helping and loving on people, and to all the modern-day shepherds trying to find a better path to green pastures for the people they love and serve.
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“To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly be broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket—safe, dark, motionless, airless—it will change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable.”

― C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves
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PREFACE

You Think You Know Sheep?

Who Am I and Why Did I Write This Book?

I have thirty-something years of experience working in professional theater and live production, and I’ve used creative ingenuity to help find out-ofthe-box solutions in acoustics, audio imaging, projection, and staging for hundreds of churches, ministries, and performance venues of all sizes across the nation. This experience, paired with my innate curiosity (and stoked by collegiate studies in both psychology and theology), has given me a unique perspective on the people, venues, and leadership dynamics I’ve encountered day in and day out for more than three decades.

Over the years, what I had thought were isolated incidents and personal quirks of the leaders around me began to emerge as patterns. They reminded me of the fractal patterns found in nature—those patterns that repeat over and over again, where the shapes of the smaller parts of the pattern resemble the shapes of the larger parts of the whole. (Think of the infinite Fibonacci sequence. It begins with 1 and 1, and each succeeding number is the sum of the two numbers immediately preceding. In nature, this is represented in the predictable growth-spiral sequence found in things like tree branches, pine cones, seashells, and, in my opinion, spiritual growth.) I began to wonder why the same dynamics were playing out again and again for church leaders in all denominations and with congregations of all sizes. Could there be biblical reasons for these dynamics?

In the hurry-up-and-wait nature of my business, I tend to have a lot of time on my hands to think about these things. This book is the culmination and distillation of all that thinking, having spent years both observing human nature and thinking about the nature of God in these situations. It provides a plan for how church leaders can marshal these dynamics to successfully lead the congregations and faith organizations of today.

You opened this book, possibly flipped through it, and maybe you laughed a bit at the title and graphics. Maybe you saw a few things that intrigued you. So, you bought it, and here we are. Whether you are leading a group of thousands or a few individuals; if you’re the head of a company, a church, a worship team, or a youth group; or if your leadership role is helping to guide a brother, sister, friend, or even someone you just met, the observations and insights in this book will empower you to both lead and be led. Whoever and wherever you are in your life, you will be able to apply these tools to the situations you face in which you feel the nudge to step up.

The title of this book, You Don’t Know Sheep, started out as just a funny little inside joke I made (to myself, of course) when I noticed church leadership missing opportunities with their congregations. The joke originated long before that, though, when the seed of a book idea was planted early in my career. I spent some of my formative years working in live theater, including at a major theater in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, called Sight & Sound Theatres, which had a lot of live animals in their productions. (We’re talking horses, goats, cats, dogs, lamas, camels—yes, they spit and can kick straight sideways!—oxen, cows, birds, and also sheep. Lots of sheep.) I’ve always known that in the Bible, God refers to us as sheep. And that, at the time the biblical texts were written, dealing with sheep was a common thing; everyone had access to or at least some experience with sheep. But in today’s world, a lot of biblical metaphors are not so obvious. In fact, who among us has spent much real time with sheep? Not me! I’m a city boy, and even though I love animals and know something about horses and dogs, sheep are . . . sort of a mystery. Yet, as a student of theology, I recognize the concept of sheep as a principal understanding that underpins this recurring biblical metaphor.

So I’m at the Sight & Sound Theatres working, we have some down time, and I’m sitting on the stage reading. I had been studying some material relevant to leadership and God and how leaders communicated in biblical times versus now, and I start watching the sheep.

They’re falling into the lighting pit, time after time (this was many years ago—I’m sure this would never be allowed to happen now). They’d fall, then cry out for help, and the handlers would come get them out. One sheep was tied up, but he got himself all tangled and had to be freed. Another was just meddling around and got caught up in stuff he shouldn’t have. As I watched this unfold, the parallel hit me. I laughed out loud. In the Bible, we are referred to as the sheep and Jesus as the Good Shepherd.

That’s when I started really watching the behavior and antics of these sheep. I noticed they were actually kind of cute. They were harmless, vulnerable, and very malleable animals. (God’s sense of humor really shines in the sheep parallel.) My next observations were less kind. The sheep were always getting themselves in trouble, distracted, not paying attention. I watched them, time after time, falling into the lighting pit, getting stuck in the cords and cables that littered the set, or wandering away for seemingly no reason. The livestock handlers (performing as “shepherd”) had a full-time job on their hands just keeping the sheep from hurting themselves. They did this by rescuing them over and over again, guiding them out of harm’s way, and putting up barriers to keep them from things that would hurt them.

The other thing I noticed was the trail of (literal) crap sheep leave wherever they go. This is not a big mess, like horse or cow manure, but it’s just constant. A path of thousands of little pellets so you can always tell where they have been. Just follow the trail of crap. At this point I was laughing so hard it was starting to draw attention from others on the set around me. As I waved them off (don’t mind me, I’m just having a hilarious epiphany over here!), I said to myself, “Wow, we are just like sheep. We are always in some sort of trouble, whether it’s self-inflicted or from outside forces, and, left to our own devices, the choices we make are usually going to make matters worse or be just plain dangerous. Not to mention everywhere we go as a society we leave a wake of crap for someone else to clean up.

Then it hit me: How crucially important leadership is for any flock, and how church leaders, like the handlers on that stage, are called to play this role of shepherd. Every leader of every congregation or faith organization is charged with keeping watch over those in their care, training them to listen for God’s voice as they seek comfort, safety, and security. It was suddenly like I was sitting at the feet of Jesus, soaking up this concept and context—but it would be decades before I knew how I would gather it into this book.

Why Read This Book?

Understanding the dynamics of faith-based leadership is the key to success, whether you’re leading a church, mentoring a team, teaching children, or befriending individuals who have lost their way. Before you can ever grasp a concept, you must look at the why, and this book will offer you tools for unpacking the key leadership concepts that will give you better insight into your own why of leadership. More importantly, it will give you better insight into how to get to the why of those you’re called to lead.

This is a book for leaders and for anyone who aspires to lead. What I want you to know right here from the start is that if you guide or care for anyone for any reason, you are leading them. Leading and mentoring boils down to just that—guiding and caring. It’s looking out for the well-being, best interests, and ultimate good of an individual or group. It’s a lot like herding sheep.

Am I calling people sheep? Am I saying people are dumb or anything like that? No! The focus of this book is the dynamic of caring, thoughtful, conscientious leadership from the biblical perspective of the shepherd. The parallels are many, and I’ve grouped my stories, observations, and reflections, as well as a few actionable prompts and takeaways, into twelve chapters.

This book is my gift to you, a labor of love and a humbling confessional. It’s a compilation of experiences God has led me through over the past few decades. As a dedicated observer of God’s creation, I believe I’ve stumbled upon some important insights into the way God has created us, and how God wants us to respond to the opportunities we face. (And they’re all opportunities, really—some of them just feel better than others.) I’m not some special, high-level know-it-all. I’m just someone in the trenches who said “Yes” to God’s call, and who wants to share my observations of what God has shown me through the experiences that have shaped my life up to this point.

Remember, although most people don’t think of themselves as leaders, if you guide anyone for any reason, you are leading them. I think the observations in this book will not only help you to lead, but will also help you to be led. I am going to focus on helping people learn to apply the leadership tools in this book to wherever and for whomever they are leading.

Do You Know What I Mean?

If you’ve ever been around me, you know I have a verbal tic of asking that question incessantly as I’m trying to explain something. I think it began as my way of making sure people understood what I was saying and that they were still with me as we waded through the ins and outs of sound and lighting design. (Tech details are not always as riveting to others as they are to me, so I always wanted to be sure I wasn’t losing attention span in these conversations.) While this question has become a point of familiarity for family, friends, and clients, it also serves a purpose in this book.

I get it. You’re busy. You probably don’t have a lot of free time to read, think, or ponder the underpinnings of your leadership—just like most people never have to (or really want to) think about how light and sound in a given spaces influences the absorption of a message. You just want to flip a few switches, do what you do, and know that the people you lead have heard, absorbed, and will benefit from it. I think that’s also the way it is with leadership, especially leadership in a church or faith-based organization. We show up, we deal with the challenges and opportunities of every day, and we do our best—isn’t that enough?

Well, yes and no. God’s going to love us no matter what we do. But the people we lead are depending on us to show them the way. To understand and take care of their needs—and to lead them in such a way that they feel safe, cared for, and on the right path. That’s where thinking about, delving into, understanding, and applying the principles I bring to you in this book can make a difference in how you lead, where you lead from, and the difference you can make in the lives you serve. Isn’t that what it’s all about?

So, at the end of each chapter you’ll find a little section of questions with the title, “Do You Know What I Mean?” to help boil down the biggest ideas of each chapter, invite you to relate them to your own life and situation, and serve as a prompt for how you might apply them to your own life and leadership. I invite you to at least read them and, if you feel inspired, grab a notebook (nothing fancy—this is a brain dump. You never know what’s hiding in there until you start writing!). Do a little journaling on each question. You might be surprised at the new ideas and innate wisdom that pop out.
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INTRODUCTION

Reimagine Shepherding

Once we’re aware of the richness of this metaphor, we can begin to more fully understand what God wants us to know about leadership in churches.
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Let’s start with the spiritual overseer: the pastor. The word pastor is from the Latin word for “shepherd.” This person protects, guides, and watches over an individual or a group. That’s basic leadership, right?

In the tenth chapter of the Gospel of John we find the shepherd and sheep metaphor in a discussion about how and why sheep follow their shepherd’s voice. Sheep follow the voice because they know it when they hear it. Even more important, the shepherd knows the sheep—how to care for them, what they need, how they behave, what motivates them, what frightens them, and how to manage them effectively when unanticipated, unpredictable, and unsettling things inevitably happen to them over the course of their lives.

I’ve worked with hundreds of church leaders over the years in many different capacities (mostly in designing lighting, sound, and audiovisual systems) to help them deliver their messages in the most impactful way for the physical space they’re in. I’ve worked with churches across the United States and around the globe, and with church leaders of all denominations who have faith communities of all sizes. And I’ve found very few who really know their congregation in a deep, intimate way. How they operate. What makes them tick. What brings them excitement, joy, sadness, and fear. What motivates them from the highest levels of their consciousness. When frustrated, many of these leaders fall back on old dogma to try and get the job done as quickly and as easily as possible. Sometimes they completely miss opportunities to ask questions crucial to discovering what God intends for their leadership.

The Role of Shepherd

In Matthew 10 we’re told to “go rather to the lost sheep.” Go rather to the lost sheep? Rather than what? I’ve always wondered what the other option was. This biblical metaphor of us as sheep kept getting funnier and more apropos the more I learned about these animals. Here are a few tidbits to help cement the humor in this metaphor for you too (I bet you recognize some, if not all, of these traits in your own congregation!):

•Sheep are very gregarious, caring, and social.

•Sheep like to congregate and stay close to the other members of their flock.

•Sheep are prey animals. (1Peter warns us that there’s always something out to devour them.)

•Sheep have a natural tendency to develop a hierarchy.

•Sheep will follow their trusted leader to new pastures or wherever they are led, good or bad. (Psalm 23 says this even includes “the valley of the shadow of death.” That’s some heavy stuff!)

•Sheep need to keep moving to different pastures; if they stop too long, they kill their environment, run out of food, and starve.

•If sheep stay in the same pasture too long, parasites can wreak havoc; if they keep moving, they interrupt the parasite gestation cycles.

•Sheep panic easily when dealing with stressful situations, and the first thing they do is run towards the safety of the flock and hope that the leader shows them the way out of danger.

•It is better to lead sheep from the front, having them follow, so they will stay focused on the shepherd and not on the scary things all around them. (1 Corinthians echoes this advice for how we are to follow Jesus.)

•When sheep run out of food, they start to wander in search of more food.

•When sheep get too comfortable, they start spreading out too far, apart from the flock. (Guess what happens when trouble comes? Or when a different flock goes by? Oh boy! The circus!)

The relationship between shepherds and their flocks is one of love; they live together and walk through life together. Sheep are able to recognize their shepherd’s voice from a distance, they know their shepherd’s face if they see it, and they know their shepherd’s scent if they smell it. Moreover, the shepherd knows the sheep; their names, the noises they make, how they look, and how they act. Shepherds know more about their sheep than the sheep know about themselves.

Also in the Bible are goats. I want to be clear that this tidbit has nothing to do with Jesus separating the sheep from the goats in the Gospel of Matthew—even though inserting the observation here may appear to hint at that. This is just a note about the nature of some of the animals mentioned in the Bible and the possible metaphors that can be drawn from them, taking into account the context of the historical time the Bible was written.

There is an interesting distinction between goats and sheep. As has already been mentioned, sheep are cute, quiet, gentle, caring, and trusting. They are easily led and don’t start trouble. Aside from their (many) innocent blunders, sheep are pretty easy to watch over. Goats, on the other hand, are a handful. Goats always push the limits—and they are always in some sort of trouble or deliberate mischief. Goats do not stay in flocks like sheep. Instead, they spread out and go their own way. Keeping goats safe means spending lots of time chasing them, actively herding them out of the trouble of their own making. If you’ve ever found yourself in a situation where leadership is unusually challenging, when a group is particularly hard to corral, the dynamics of dealing with a herd of goats could come in handy.

I love this quote by a goat owner: “Goats just like to go wherever they think you don’t want them to go.” Goats are very inquisitive and they will eat or try to eat just about anything. They will explore new things and spaces, and climb seemingly everything within reach. Goats are escape artists, and they will find and exploit any weakness in a fence or other boundary until they’re free. Goats think that they are in control. They explore on their own, and when a predator comes near, they turn to face the predator alone rather than running to the safety of the herd. It’s not that goats are bad, they just don’t like being led. If you’re watching over a goat, it’s going to be harder to connect.

Because goats and sheep are related (they share the same subfamily Caprinae) and have some of the same physical features, people tend to lump them into the same categories and assume they have the same behavior characteristics. But the same rules do not apply to both species. Camels and horses (also in the Bible) are another pairing of animals some assume behave the same way. Although both animals are ridden and used for transport, they have distinct behavioral differences. And until you know them, you don’t. The shepherds in biblical times knew all of this. They understood what Jesus meant when he drew these animal parallels and the context of the references. These animal relationships and behaviors were familiar to them. They are God’s observations of our own human tendencies.

Sheep and goats, while fundamentally different, are equally intelligent and messy. While sheep will follow their shepherd, know their shepherd’s voice, focus on community, and respect boundaries, they are easily distracted and can quickly (and inadvertently) find themselves in trouble. Goats are going to do their own thing, follow their own ideas about what is best and—according to longtime goat owners—without close supervision and watchful intervention, there’s a good chance they may even die from their own bad choices. Both sheep and goats require solid leadership.

A quick word about camels. I don’t know if you’ve ever been around camels, but I spent a lot of time personally observing them while working at Sight & Sound Theatres in Pennsylvania. They are big and strong and ornery! They can do things that you may not expect, like kick you from the side (not just from behind like a horse). Most of the time, the first thing people say about camels is that they spit, and that is true. They do. And it is not fun to be spit on by a camel. But what most people don’t know about camels is they have a much sneakier attack. They have a tuft of hair at the end of their tail that they love to hit people with as they walk by (ask me how I know this), and this is bad enough, but the real surprise is that they like to pee on that part right before they hit you with it! Bottom line? Camels always get the last laugh.

Shepherds Got the Joke—Now We Can, Too!

When the full meaning of the tongue-in-cheek sheep metaphor—we as the sheep, Jesus as the Good Shepherd—really hit me, I appreciated God’s sense of humor as never before. I understood what God was saying. Those early shepherds got the joke, too, because they did know sheep. Sheep were as much a part of their culture as driving a car is a part of ours. In today’s world, however, I think most people blow right past this key metaphorical parallel for leaders and those being led. We think we’re in control. Meanwhile, God looks at us as if to say: “Sure, they’re kind of cute, and pretty smart, but they just don’t know how to keep themselves out of trouble. They need someone to look out for them. Like constantly.”

Realizing this made me laugh. Even after that moment, when I first got the joke, it still took me twenty-five years to unpack it for today’s leader. We hear, say, and talk about leadership all the time in church and in other faith-based organizations, but we can’t fully understand the true leadership dynamic without having the context. We don’t know sheep. And that’s okay. Unless you live on a farm, you have no reason to! But now that we’re aware of the richness of this metaphor, we can begin to more fully understand what God wants us to know about leadership.

People want and need good leadership. We were designed from the beginning to be led—by God. However, in the beginning, God’s people wanted something different. In Old Testament times, they decided they wanted to be led by a king. So all the elders went to the prophet Samuel and said he was too old to lead them. They asked him to appoint a king as their leader. When Samuel, who was displeased by this, prayed to God about it, God told Samuel to listen to them, but also to warn them about what a king would claim as his rights. Even after Samuel follows God’s directions and warns the people what having a king would mean, explaining to them what the king would demand from them and providing a long list of all the things a king will require of them, they double down and demand a king to rule over them.

When the people asked to be led, specifically by a king, God’s response was more or less, “Well . . .okay . . .” But the people were certain they wanted a king. They wanted to be led. The complexity of this interaction and dynamic of leadership is what got me going on this book.

Do You Know What I Mean?

■Looking at the narrative sweep of the Bible, do you see the pattern of people in trouble, God saving them, people in trouble, God saving them . . . all the way through the final act?

■When have you seen that pattern play out in your own life, in your congregation, in the lives of people you serve?

■The voice we listen for and follow as leaders, God’s voice, is loving and familiar to us and we know that if we follow it, we will remain on our best path. How can you teach others to listen for that voice? How can you echo that voice for people who have lost their way?
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CHAPTER 1

Become a People Whisperer

“This is as loud as I will get.”

—Tony Dungy

(Address to the Indianapolis Colts, January 2002)

[image: image]

One of the biggest lessons I’ve learned about healthy leadership is to take emotion out of things. This can be very hard to do when having faith-related conversations, because passion and emotion are always just under the surface of every interaction.

I learned this lesson from an old cowboy named Terry. Love him or hate him, Terry was a very smart guy in his own way. Being smart about handling horses equipped Terry to be smart about people, too. (This is the case for a lot of horse trainers, but that’s another story for another day.) Was Terry a horse whisperer? No, I would call Terry the opposite of a horse whisperer—more like a horse yeller! But the reason for Terry’s somewhat obnoxious volume was a little different than what you might think. Terry knew that although loud sounds can and do spook horses, horses read people from the inside; they don’t react as much to sound as they do to our underlying emotional energy.

Terry, who worked part-time as a dude-ranch guide, would take a group of novice riders, put them on horses, and take them out onto the trails on all sorts of terrain. The horses Terry used were not old, broken-down, and lifeless. These horses were full of life—and that was both good and bad. Many of the people who came to ride with Terry
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