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from their encouragement kindled the life of faith in us.
my gratitude for my leaders.

I express here

A devout public school teacher ignored my

poverty and responded to my eagerness to learn.

She recommended me to

my first job as a page in the United States Senate, when I was the ripe
old age of thirteen.

Leslie L. Biffle, an astute politician, nevertheless

had the time to teach me as a page how to conduct my life in a disciplined
work schedule, in an appreciation for good manners, and in the use of the
English language as a spoken language.

He insisted that I know the exact

meanings of words and that I pronounce them correctly.

Gaines S. Dobbins,

my graduate school professor and supervisor, became my spiritual parent
in the practice of the Christian ministry and the arts of writing and
publication.

He insisted on excellence in classroom teaching, I was his

apprentice as a teacher.
Time would fail me to tell of all such persons who have led me in
the past.

The exercise of such memory, however, prompts me to gratitude.

My memory of my leaders assures me that the ungrateful life is unfit for
a human being to live and remain human.

You yourself, I hope, are already

making a list of the leaders in your life and assessing what their manner
of life and the outcomes of their lives were.

As we do this together, we

have a life line of measurement for the quality of leadership in our own
lives.

What essential characteristics of their lives stand out?

What is

it about them that we can imitate in shaping the patterns of our own leadership in our churches and communities?
qualities:

I would like to suggest four sterling

answerability, teachability, credibility, and vulnerability.
Answerability

The effective

leaders I have known have been characterized by a keen

sense of answerability.

They saw themselves having a derived authority
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and not one that arose merely from within them as an individual.
Truman in his latest years made this point very clear.

Harry

He said that the

President of the United States can never safely assume that the playing
of "Hail to the Chief" or the discharge of the twenty-one gun salute was
for him.

To the contrary, that accolade was for the Presidency itself, to

which the particular man was always accountable.
We as Christians are answerable to God.

We have committed ourselves

to God in such a way as to reject all lesser loyalties that claim absolute
obedience of us.
one another.

We make our vows to God first of all and not just to

The vows we took in marriage were not made primarily to

each other, but to God.
one another.

We feel answerable to God for the way we care for

No earthly father presents either a bride or groom in marriage.

God has brought them safely thus far.

The commitment to care for and love

each other transcends a mere human transaction.

I saw a man who approached

ninety in prayer asking that he might live long enough to care for his wife.
She had turned against him in her severe mental illness due to the collapsing
structures of her brain.

However, he still perceived her as his sweetheart.

In the power of their youth, he had promised God to care for her until
death did them part.
four heart attacks.
cared for.

God permitted him by "reason of strength" to survive
Meanwhile he "saw to it" that his wife was properly

He died ten days after she had died.

Furthermore, we are answerable to our own personal "great cloud of
martyrs", those who spent and were spent for us.

There are those whose

suffering is made perfect in our faithfulness to the investment they have
made in our lives.

We would be true for there are those who have trusted

us; we would be pure for there are those who care.
laugh, and love and lift.

We would look up, and

Alex Haley, the author of Roots, made this
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vivid for me as I listened to him in a television interview.
of having taken a boat from the coast of Africa to America.

He told
He asked

£or the privilege of sleeping in the bottom-most part of the boat, just
as did his ancestors when they were taken into slavery and brought to
America on the slave ships.

The pressure of this became so great upon

·him, added to the insecurity as to whether he would ever be able to write
the book, that he fell into deep despair.

He tells of one evening going

to the deck of the boat and being strongly tempted to commit suicide.

That

would be the easy way out and he would be relieved of the responsibility
of the book.

No one would ever know the difference.

Just as he came to this point, however, he felt the presence of the
great multitude of other blacks who had gone before him.
greatness of their suffering.

He sensed the

He could rehearse in his mind the words

of Kunte Kinte, Chiken George, and all the others.

They with one voice

said in chorus that he should not do this cowardly thing.
withstand the pressure and having stood all to stand.

He should

He says that he

was renewed by their company and re-affirmed his own sense of commitment
to be a leader to his people in his own day and generation.
book.
story.

He wrote the

We have the results in Roots, both in the book and the television
He felt answerable to his own "great cloud of martyrs".

More than being answerable to our own "great cloud of martyrs", we
are answerable to our own destiny under God.
creativity and not to despair.

We are called to growth and

We refuse to be engineered by the social

time clocks of those around us, those for whom we work, or those who
would like for us to move over and out of the way so their ambitions could
be realized.

I personally refuse, for example, to permit anyone to tell

me when I am old.

I will listen to people who tell me that I am hard of
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hearing.

I will go to a physician to have my ea~s checked.

I will

gladly respond to the urgings of persons to have my eyes checked if I
plan to continue to drive a car.

I will appreciate the guidance of those

who know as to how I should take care of my weight, my cardiovascular
system, my diet, etc.

Yet, I know people of all ages who have these needs

arid these needs should not and will not in my life be "used" on me to
disparage my contribution to life by attributing these needs to age and
age alone.

I am answerable to my own destiny and cannot leave the decision

of aging to anything or anyone except my own sense of destiny under God.
Teachability
In the second place, the leaders that I have known have been characterized by an open sense of teachability.
about the people and things around them.
as a hardness of heart.

They have a lively curiosity

Jesus spoke of unteachableness

This is the sclerosis that we should worry most

about if we are truly awake to life:

unteachableness.

The refreshing

and zestful leader is one who works hard at maintaining the capacity of
actively listening to other persons, eagerly inquiring into their wellbeing, and sustaining the ability of accurate empathy for others.

My

teacher and leader, Gainei S. Dobbins, has recently, at the age of 91,
published a book entitled ZEST FOR LIVING.
bears his witness:

(Waco, TX: Word Books, 1977)

"It was written of Moses that he was 120 years old

when he died, and his eye was not dim nor his natural force abated (Deut.
34.7).

May I modestly declare that ... while my eyes have grown dim and my

youthful strength is diminished, my zest for learning and teaching has
suffered little loss--and I await my transition to a realm where, unfettered
by mortality, I shall go on leaning and, if permitted, teaching, through
an endless eternity!"

(p. 41)
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Teachability is the capacity to learn something from most people
whom one meets.

This is particularly true when we ask if we are teachable

enough to learn something from our own sons and daughters.

An adult

relationship must take the place of our "parenting" of them.

In fact,

at many points we reverse roles and are parented by our own sons and
daughters, particularly when the going gets the roughest.

I like the spirit

of the mother of a black nurse with whom I work in the Emergency Psychiatry
Unit of the University of Louisville School of Medicine Department of
Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences.

She told me that her mother began

having children when at the age of thirteen.
chance to go to school.
through high school.

She never got much if any

Yet she saw to it that all of Her children got

As each child would return from school, she asked

that child to teach her what he or she had learned so that she could
learn, too.

Mrs. Owens, my nurse colleague, says of her mother:

"My

mother was a genuinely humble person, a person with a child-like spirit,
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who could learn from her own children".
humility:

That is a fresh understanding of

openness to learn from others and the world around us.

We can

say with Walt Whitman:
I see something of God each hour of the twenty four,
and each moment then,
In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own
face in the glass,
I find letters from God dropt in the street and every one
is sign'd by God's name,
And I leave them where they are, for I know that wheresoe'er I go,
others will punctually come for ever and ever.
Walt Whitman, Song of Myself
Credibility
A third characteristic of our leaders which would do well to imitate
is their credibility.

Ours is the era of the "credibility gap".

Our
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nature has come through over a decade of trust deprivation.

We have lost

too much confidence in too many of our leaders in war and peace, church and
state, poverty and wealth.

We simply have trouble forming attachments

to people who do anything more than entertain us.

If they have anything

to do with the conduct of our lives and the management of our corporate
institutions, we lapse into cynicism.

When anything goes wrong with a

leader or a member of his or her family, then we are prone to say:
just as I thought it would be.

"It's

What else can you expect when people get

power and have their hand on the money bags"?

As we pass the age of fifty-

five, the cumulative disillusionment of such experiences can easily "sour"
us into dispeptic meanness, disgust and despair.
have?

What alternative do we

We can search our memories for one or more positive example of

leaders who have sworn to their own hurt and changed not, whose integrity
was their prize possession, and who were remarkably believable.
Such credibility has a base line for concretely measuring the extent
to which we are doing those things which create credibility in those who
are related to us.

One such base line is the capacity of a leader to share

in the responsibility which he or she lays on others.

There is such a

thing as not being able to delegate responsibility as a leader.

There

is the opposite extreme, also, of not wanting to accept any of the responsibility but to delegate it all to those who are our underlings.
either we lose credibility.

In doing

Jesus spoke of the latter kind of leadership

in the Pharisees when he said that they bound heavy burdens on others and
did not lift one finger to help bear them.
The credible leader, to the contrary, is the person who himself or
herself does some of what he or she asks others to do.

The pastor who

sees hims~lf as the preacher who preaches but does not do any visiting of
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find that they are much more convinced of the viability of a given approach
to patients if I go with them as we visit seriously disturbed persons.
become better writers when we share the task of writing together.

They

They

become credible themselves if I treasure my own credibility in their eyes.
The good leader jumps first when there is any jumping to be done.
Vulnerability
A final characteristic of an effective leader which we identify in
those who have led us is vulnerability.

When you lay your own life on the

line in your leadership, you open yourself to the threats of the whole
universe.

You expose your weaknesses as well as your strengths.

You let

people know you as you are and not necessarily as you would like to appear
in their eyes.

To do this is to be vulnerable.

Being vulnerable means

opening yourself to the possibility of being wounded, hurt, .or even destroyed.
If you survive being wounded, you have scars from the encounter.
The person who is answerable, teachable, and credible "builds in" the
possibility of being hurt by the irresponsible, the unteachable and those
without credibility.

The latter part of the Scripture found in Hebrews

13: 1-16 describes Jesus as one who suffered outside the gate of Jerusalem
in order to consecrate those who were on the inside of the gate and safe.
The creative leader does not see the edge of his or her specific community
as the end of the earth, as "the jumping off place".

However, the satisfied

and seemingly secure within the city tend to see the particular city,
denomination, institution, company, etc. as a "flat earth society".

Anything

beyond the safe confines of that ~articular organization of persons is
"the jumping off place"; the person who ventures beyond its gates is vulnerable
to rejection by those within.

He or she is likely to be ostracised, hurt,

wounded, or even killed by those within.

Those within the gates of Jerusalem
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not festering wounds of self-pity, vindictiveness, or despair.

The challenge

of leadership in the mature "second adulthood" is to re-invest what the scars
have taught us by being effective tutors of oncoming generations of those
whom we have chosen to encourage and befriend rather than to see as
competitors.

