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FOREWORD
WALTER SCOTT THOMAS

MINISTRY CHALLENGES ARE INEVITABLE—preparation is intentional! These seven words capture the heart of this transparent and intellectually insightful seminal book on leadership development. Bishop Dudley has taken the highbrow leadership theories of the academy and built a staircase to reaching higher levels of leadership development for everyone who is in ecclesial and organizational leadership. Written with an unparalleled level of honesty, the narrative of his leadership journey is a story that will equip leaders for the storms that arise in ministry, be it megachurch visionary or senior pastor of a storefront church.

With each chapter, Bishop Dudley leads you on a scavenger hunt for more. At the end of each chapter, you find the more you were looking for with the application of the lessons he learned. One may ask the question why the body of Christ needs one more book on leadership development. Indeed, there is a plethora of excellent books on leadership. None, at least, that I am aware of, that invite you into the leader’s life and lay bare the mistakes, missteps, strikeouts, and valleys as well as the mountaintop victorious experiences. The bookshelves are full of how-to books that have no real connection to the real world most leaders face. Bishop Dudley’s passion for leadership development has inspired him to push past the theories of leadership into the execution of leadership principles. He skillfully balances life experience with academia.

Get ready to level up your leadership skills as you read and apply this book to your context, be it a ministry, nonprofit, or for-profit organization.







INTRODUCTION

SIMON SINEK IS WIDELY CREDITED with helping organizations and individuals discover their “why.” Knowing your reason for being, he argues, is critical to fulfilling your purpose in life.1 The late Dr. Myles Munroe called knowing your why, knowing your purpose. You cannot know what to do with a thing or person if you do not know their purpose.2

My why and purpose for writing this book is to take the foreboding Eurocentric models of leadership and leadership development and the overwhelming theoretical research language of organizational leadership and break them down into practical concepts using a narrative. Jesus used storytelling to teach his disciples how to lead and follow and he was the greatest storyteller of all time. His parables drove his points home, leaving both his followers and detractors speechless and informed to live better lives. Western majority culture and the academy often overlook story as legitimate pedagogy despite it being the core learning tool of other cultures. The Bible is the product of an oral tradition and there is no greater leadership text in existence.3 Too often leadership development is taught from an academic point of view that does not reach the leader in the trenches of leading. Story reaches the trenches because it originates in the trenches.

Additionally, leadership is seen through the lens of great success models of European Americans, which leave others wondering at their seeming failures. These models are portrayed as orthodoxy of leadership and have resources and years of success that others lack. The crucible of leadership is burnished when one has little, is facing a lot, and is asked to do more. There is a need for examples of leadership for those who only have a lot of desire. What emerges from this type of storytelling leadership development is applicable to all.

John Maxwell, arguably the guru of Christian leadership development, presents a particular type of leadership that might best be described as triumphant white evangelicalism: leadership is success, and success is having megachurches (he pastors in a twenty-eight-thousand-member megachurch in Florida), businesses that make lots of money, and the character traits that attract followers in droves. His books are outstanding, but they speak nothing of the realities that Leading Through Storms will describe. They are simply not his realities. This absence leaves a gaping hole for the millions of Christians facing a less-than-equal playing field, and for nearly all leaders who will face incredible storms. How can they lead in the face of things going wrong, of being questioned, and while being wronged?

Maxwell’s books and others like them focus on contrasting biblical leadership with worldly leadership. They thus examine biblical principles that characterize a Christian leader, often emphasizing the need for leaders to exhibit Christian character and rely on God for wisdom in leading. Every one of these models of leadership development is white, bringing a particular set of experiences into the world they inhabit and practice their leadership. I’m not critiquing this so much as pointing out that both the topic and the author of this book bring something truly unique to the Christian leadership genre.

Although Leading Through Storms draws on the wisdom of other books, it details Christian leadership in a much different context and draws out new applications, principles, and understandings. It raises the profile of praxis leadership much like a medical doctor’s practice: even with the requisite education, they are still confronted with cases that cause them to reach beyond the books and into their gut to determine how to save a patient in an underresourced operating room. It is with this type of leadership that many leaders of color, including myself, must pastor, lead, plant churches, and develop them into profiles of courage for the communities they serve.

Finally, I wrote this book to address the mental health of leaders. For far too many, seeking professional therapy remains a stigma.4 Since Covid-19, the demand for counseling has skyrocketed, especially among African American pastors.5 Ministry leaders need tools for their mental health as well.6 By pulling the veil back on my journey, my hope is it to give permission to ministry leaders to do the same. It is hard to lead without spreading your brokenness onto those who follow unless you get help. Ministry storms are certain, and leaders need tools to navigate them without projecting their pain onto their people. Sickness, illness, anxiety, and depression can quickly become a contagion, resulting in a sick and depressed congregation because the leader has not sought help. One would never ignore a broken leg and continue walking on it. Leaders should take the same attitude to leading with an untreated broken spirit.

The purpose of this book is to equip the reader with the leadership skills to ride the waves of ministry through turbulent winds of ministry. I intentionally share my backstory as I believe the transparency will be transformative for the reader. As a good friend of mine who found business success selling high-tech educational services once told me, “Facts tell, stories sell.” My story sails on the bipolar winds of success and failure.

The lyrics of the gospel writer and psalmist Douglas Miller best describe my backstory: “Though the storms keep on raging in my life / And sometimes it’s hard to tell the night from day.”7 There were many times when I didn’t know night from day. There was the night of the incomplete construction project—red iron that greeted me as I drove onto the church campus month after month, year after year. There was the day of another family telling me they were leaving our church in search of another place to worship. There was the twilight of the bank reneging on its loan commitments then threatening foreclosure and calling the loan. Day or night, I couldn’t always tell, but I could hear my Old Testament professor ending every lecture with, “Sunday is coming, and you got to preach!”

The demands of leadership do not stop when Mount Carmel experiences turn into running for your life. They only intensify. With each problem comes the opportunity to rejoice in victory or sink in defeat. John Maxwell titled his book Failing Forward. The writer of Proverbs said, “Though the righteous fall seven times, they rise again” (24:16). But how do you keep getting up when the fall is further than you could have imagined?

Despite my walking through brokenness week after week, month after month, year after year, I had to preach without, “bleeding on the people,” as my homiletics professor would say. In the pages that follow, I detail the storm I had to lead myself out of to lead my church through. Keeping the church and myself upright and afloat was no small task, but with each gale wind the mast and sails withstood the gust and got stronger with leadership skills and precision.

In this book, I detail leadership development skills in bite-sized portions digestible for every type of leader. Each chapter shares my story through the lens of a leadership theory. At the conclusion of each chapter, the leadership theory that is reflected in the narrative of my story is discussed. Then the theory is discussed as lessons learned followed by questions for reflection and discussion for the reader to consider and apply the leadership theory in a person’s life.

I believe my experience will provide the reader with a living epistle of how to lead and live in a storm. It is divided into the phases of a storm: “Before the Storm,” “Weather Alert,” “In the Storm,” and “After the Storm.”

“Before the Storm” encompasses the history of my calling and leadership development. My thirst and competitive edge in leadership honed my skills and was refined by my twenty-one and a half years as an Air Force chaplain lieutenant colonel. I used that skill set to develop my core leaders. That core leadership development proved invaluable in the storm. The gravitational pull of the core leaders holds the church together.

“Weather Alert.” The momentum of success in ministry can create blind spots that prevent us from seeing the warning and watch announcements that severe storms are headed our way. I share how I felt and what I did when people jumped ship in the middle of a multimillion-dollar construction project. The intricacies of a construction project are many and foreign to new leaders. I learned how to build a church and congregation at the same time. This took a lot of courage and consecration.

“In the Storm” unveils the chaos of all the things that can and will go wrong when banks do not fulfill their written commitments and your integrity is called into question. Cash management is essential in ministry. How to have enough cash to do ministry and build a multimillion-dollar building is not for the faint of heart, especially when you are in the midst of a storm. Creating community is difficult in the decentralized online world in which we live, and it is even more difficult when the wind from the storm is blowing so hard you are not sure if you are hearing “Hosanna!” or “Crucify him!”

“After the Storm.” Bad times don’t last forever. Getting through the tough times requires professional help. The torment and toll on one’s soul demands counseling. Counseling brings about clarity of thought. This section is about the unsurpassing wins God brought me and my church to. It details the hard-fought victories, favor, and miracles wrought by the faithfulness of God.








  

  PART 1

    BEFORE THE STORM




  

  1

 

    CALLING

    HOW WE GOT HERE

  
    
      Calling always matches who you are. . . . Nothing in life is as rewarding as fulfilling your calling—nothing.

      JOHN MAXWELL

    

  

  
    OLD GLORY FLAPPED IN THE WIND as congratulations rang from the crowd. I saluted smartly for the last time and walked off the stage of a successful military ministry career as an Air Force chaplain lieutenant colonel retired. The applause grew louder and louder with each passing month as I stepped onto another ministry stage, this time as a civilian church planter. Before long the applause from the rapidly growing church plant was so loud I couldn’t hear the oncoming windstorm that would soon become a firestorm.

    The executive pastor resigned and started his own church. The worship pastor quit. The youth pastor resigned and started a home Bible study. But that was just the wind. As in the days of Elijah, the earthquake and fire were around the corner with no still quiet voice to be heard. It was the firestorm of the bank twice reneging on its loan commitment. The multimillion-dollar construction project was stopped with the red iron beams of the sanctuary still suspended in the air. The explosive growth of the church imploded, and parishioners left as fast as they had come, resulting in an extremely tight church budget. On top of that, I was looking for a cave to go hide my life-threatening depression and anxiety so I could hear God’s voice like Elijah. But there was no cave.

    What kind of calling from God can give you the leadership skills to lead yourself and your core leadership team out of a situation like this? What do you do when you are nothing more than a shell of the sharp chaplain lieutenant colonel who once saluted smartly and is now struggling to hear God’s voice while Elijah’s words reverberate in your soul: “I have had enough”? When Elijah said this, he sat under a broom tree following a tremendous victory over Jezebel and Ahab at Mount Carmel.

    
      Then the fire of the LORD fell and consumed the burnt offering and the wood and the stones and the dust, and licked up the water that was in the trench. And when all the people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, “The LORD, he is God; the LORD, he is God.” (1 Kings 18:38-39 ESV)

    

    Despite the victory Elijah said, “I am the only one of the LORD’s prophets left” (v. 22). He ran in fear of his life and battled severe anxiety and depression. He couldn’t bring himself to attempt suicide, so he chose death by God, “But he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness and came and sat down under a broom tree. And he asked that he might die, saying, ‘It is enough; now, O LORD, take away my life, for I am no better than my fathers’” (1 Kings 19:4 ESV). What kind of calling equips you for the moments in ministry when your mental health has had enough? A calling similar to that of Elijah—a calling that answers fully within one’s humanity.

    Elijah was a human being just like us (James 5:17). Sure, he called down fire from heaven and rode into heaven on a chariot of fire, but even he succumbed to the storms of ministry leadership. There are times when the isolation and demands of ministry can wear the strongest person down. A broom tree awaits every leader who dares to answer the call on their life to be used by God to the point that God empties them out. It is in those moments they must find a cave to go to, heavenly food to eat, and an acuity to hear God’s voice in the midst of their pain.

    Only when leadership skills move from theory to praxis can you hope to navigate the storms leadership will inevitably bring. My definition of a leader is someone with the ability to inspire people beyond their natural capabilities to accomplish a common goal or vision.8 To execute one’s leadership, you must withstand hurricane-level wind gusts.

    You must also prioritize your mental health against the pressure to succeed and the pressure to serve. Elijah found a cave, but leaders are often unable to find a cave to go hear God’s voice of consolation, strength, and direction. Additionally, many are reluctant to even admit they need a cave. The pressure to do God’s will at all costs is immense. According to the Schaeffer Institute, 70 percent of pastors constantly fight depression, and 71 percent are burned out. Eighty percent of pastors say ministry has negatively impacted their family, and 70 percent say they don’t have a close friend.9 The data shows that it’s not okay to say you’re not okay when you are leading others in the body of Christ.

    The heartache of leadership affects more than pastors. It affects anyone who stands in front of someone and asks them to do anything. The parking lot attendant directing parishioners to park. The usher at the door showing people where they can sit. The minister who will deliver the sermon. Leaders include business owners and parents who work in the home. Lifeway research shows that ministry leaders in all positions are negatively impacted—from personality skirmishes to squall lines of ministry, including full-blown hurricanes of denominational politics and church splits.10

    No one is immune from the storms of leadership and the brokenness the storms leave in their wake. Church hurt is real, and many no longer volunteer or leave organized religion altogether.11 The number of ministry leaders considering quitting as of March 2022 is 42 percent, up 13 percent from January 2021. They cite the tremendous stress of the job, isolation, current political divide, the affects the job has on the family, and their lack of optimism about the future.12 What may be a simple drizzle of rain to one leader may feel like a life-altering gully washer to another.

    Everyone experiences ministry leadership differently. Who would have thought the simple words of Jezebel would cause Elijah to have a mental and emotional breakdown?

    
      Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. Then Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, “So may the gods do to me and more also, if I do not make your life as the life of one of them by this time tomorrow.” Then he was afraid, and he arose and ran for his life and came to Beersheba, which belongs to Judah, and left his servant there. (1 Kings 19:1-3 ESV)

    

    The Bible is good at bringing its readers behind the scenes to see, feel, and vicariously experience what the bigger-than-life biblical characters were going through. Too often, we read about their lives through rose-colored glasses because we already know the end of their story. When we pause and slowly read about their lives through the lens of their moment in context, we have a greater appreciation for the storms they came out of. Paul’s shipwrecks are more real when we are floating in the water with him until he gets to the dry land. We can feel the snake bite when we know the island was slithering with snakes. And we can run from Jezebel like Elijah when we go behind the scenes with him.

    
      THE EMPOWERMENT OF A BACKSTORY

      It’s behind the scenes when you see the test of ministry. When things are not going well is precisely when leadership is needed. The Bible is littered with the backstory of victory being wrestled from the jaws of defeat. The timber of a leader is seen during the winter storms that will assuredly come your way. When I was in the military, we called these storms backstories or lessons learned. Leadership would always want to go over those lessons learned immediately after war games. We called those briefings “hotwash.” The need to discuss the good, the bad, and the ugly so soon after the war games was so that leadership could get to the backstory, which is where the learning took place and to understand what not to do next time.

      So it is in ministry leadership. Behind every battle story of success is a backstory more breathtaking than the headlines. Leadership has its Mount Carmel moments. Leadership has its ten plagues, Red Sea miracles, daily manna, quail from heaven, water from a rock, and Jordan River crossing moments. It also has golden calf moments. The rewards and fulfillment of leading others to a closer walk with God and the manifestation of God’s work in the earth are the lifeblood of ministry.

      But the highs of ministry leadership can only be matched by its lows. Elijah had multiple ups and downs and even had to live within the famine he prophetically proclaimed: when the brook dried up, he had to eat from a dirty bird. Even Jesus was up one day and down the next: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased, ” was followed by Jesus being driven into the desert wilderness by the Holy Spirit to be tempted by the devil. Luke makes sure we know that Jesus’ victory was short lived. “When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him until an opportune time” (Luke 4:13).

      That was not all of Jesus’ un-equilibrium with respect to his leadership development. In one moment, Jesus was self-assured and confident when John the Baptist sent his disciples to ask whether Jesus was the Messiah, “And Jesus answered them, ‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them’” (Matthew 11:4-5 ESV). In many ways Jesus “flexed” on his cousin John the Baptist by citing his accomplishments.

      But in another moment, Jesus seemed less self-assured when he asked Peter and his disciples what was the word on the street about him:

      
        Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” (Matthew 16:13-15 ESV)

      

      In his infinite wisdom, God has permitted us the record of the Holy Writ to leave us

    

    
    
      MY BACKSTORY: TALK OF THE TOWN
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